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What is the purpose  
of this report?
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The 2018 South West fires (the fires) had a significant impact on 
the communities across the local government areas of Corangamite 
Shire Council, Moyne Shire Council, Southern Grampians Shire 
Council, Colac - Otway Shire Council and Warrnambool City Council. 
The fires impacted lifestyles, livestock and livelihoods and caused 
considerable economic and social upheaval in those communities.

The purpose of the 2018 South West Fires – 
Community Report (Community Report) is to 
communicate the key lessons that have been 
identified from the fires that are particularly 
relevant to the community, including what went 
well and what could be improved. 

The Community Report is provided to the 
communities impacted by the fires with the 
intention of: 

 •  providing a feedback loop regarding 
information collected during the community 
feedback sessions, how it was analysed and 
the next steps. 

 •  sharing the experiences of the community 
with other Victorian communities to prompt 
discussion about what actions could improve 
community resilience and learn the lessons 
from this event to better prepare for future 
emergency events.

The Community Report is also intended to be 
used by emergency management organisations 
to inform ongoing continuous improvement, 
organisational planning and operational 
processes.

In the time since the fires, many communities, 
organisations and councils have undertaken 
significant work to address the outcomes 
of this event and the community feedback, 
including areas to sustain and improve. This 
report provides a summary of work that has 
been done in the 18 months since the fires, as 
well as outlining some areas that require further 
attention. 



“It’s unprecedented 
really what 
happened, for a  
fire to run that 
quickly at night. 
It looked like it 
shouldn’t have got 
through that fast, 
but it did!”
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What happened 
during the fires?
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Following an extremely dry 2017-18 summer, high 
temperatures and strong winds were forecast for 
the period of Friday 16 to Sunday 18 March 2018. 
On the evening of Saturday 17 March, strong and 
gusty northerly winds across south west Victoria 
led to significant damage to 143 buildings 
and over 1000 reports of fallen trees. In some 
locations, these fallen trees blocked roads and 
created challenges for people travelling through 
these areas. 

The strong winds caused fire danger to peak 
between 8pm and 10pm on Saturday 17 March. 
Between 8pm Saturday and 9am Sunday 18 
March 2018, 53 fires started across the local 
government areas of Corangamite Shire Council, 
Moyne Shire Council, Southern Grampians 
Shire Council, Colac – Otway Shire Council and 
Warrnambool City Council. 

Four significant fires near Terang, Gazette, Garvoc 
and Camperdown continued to burn with high 
intensity into the early hours of Sunday morning. 
Several of the fires in the Camperdown, Cobden 
and Terang areas burnt into peat,1) which created 
complex challenges until early May 2018.

Although not unprecedented, the nature of the fire 
behaviour burning with sustained high intensity 
during the evening of Saturday 17 March was 
unusual. With many fires igniting in a short period 
of time, responding to multiple fires at various 
locations was challenging and complex for agencies 
and community members. Similar to many large 
incidents, it was difficult to understand what 
was happening and effectively share information 
during this initial period of chaos. Further 
challenges were caused by energy disruptions, 
telecommunications failures, implications of the 
peat fires and potential impacts of smoke. 

By the time the fires were extinguished, 26 
residences, 66 outbuildings and nearly 3000 
livestock had been destroyed. There were no 
deaths or serious injuries reported as a result 
of the fires. The four significant fires in Terang, 
Gazette, Garvoc and Camperdown burnt more 
than 24,000 hectares.

Given the density of smoke and predicted 
duration of the peat fires, it was critical to 
manage the community’s exposure to smoke 
and other hazardous emissions (e.g. carbon 
monoxide). A range of protective actions were 
implemented, including: 

 •  Provision of advice and information to the 
community regarding health protection during 
peat fires (e.g. community fact sheets). 

 •  Community Health Assessments were 
available to community members throughout 
the duration of the peat fires at Community 
Health Assessment Centres (CHACs) 2) where 
health services and Ambulance Victoria (AV) 
personnel were available to conduct health 
assessments, check for elevated carbon 
monoxide levels and assist anyone concerned 
about their health.

 •  Deployment of smoke monitoring equipment 
to the incident site and within the community 
to monitor smoke composition and levels of 
exposure.

 •  Provision of operational health monitoring3) 
to responders by AV, Country Fire Authority 
(CFA) rehabilitation units, and contracted first 
aid agencies (via CFA).

2)  
A Community Health  

Assessment Centre (CHAC)  
is one of a number of temporary 

facilities that can be deployed 
during an emergency to address 
community health care needs.  

It provides general physical  
and emotional health information, 

basic physical assessment, 
reassurance and, if indicated, referral 

services to an appropriate  
health professional for  

ongoing care.

1)  
Peat is generated gradually  

in wetlands through the build-up  
of partially decayed vegetation.  

Peat sources can be found above ground 
or buried many metres below the soil 

surface. Peat is high in carbon content and 
naturally porous. If peat dries out, lightning 
strikes, bushfires and even extreme daytime 
temperatures may start a peat fire. Peat fires 
generally smoulder for a long time and are 
difficult to put out. For more information, 

refer to Community fact sheet -  
Smoke from a peat fire, available at  

https://ref.epa.vic.gov.au/ 
your-environment/air/smoke/ 

smoke-from-a-peat-fire

3)  
Health monitoring 

 helps to mitigate health 
risks and identify those 

emergency management 
personnel who may be 
at risk of adverse health 

outcomes as a result  
of their response to  

an emergency  
incident. 

https://ref.epa.vic.gov.au/your-environment/air/smoke/smoke-from-a-peat-fire


Recovery activity was led by the Regional 
Recovery Leadership Committee and chaired by 
the Department of Health and Human Services. 
This Committee supported the coordination 
of services and agencies, and assisted local 
municipalities through recovery.

The Insurance Council of Australia declared 
the South West fires a catastrophe, enabling 
related insurance claims to be treated as a 
priority. The jointly funded Commonwealth and 
Victorian Natural Disaster Relief and Recovery 
Arrangements (NDRRA) - Category A and 
Category B were activated in recognition of the 
significant impact of the fires on the community. 
NDRRA – Category C Primary Producer Grants 
were also activated to assist affected primary 
producers with recovery.

SOME KEY STATISTICS FROM THE 
OPERATIONAL EFFORT ARE:

•  277 community messages were issued, 
made up of 4 Evacuate Now messages, 
34 Emergency Warnings, 95 Watch and 
Act warnings, 109 Advice messages, 34 
Community Information messages and 1 All 
Clear message. 

•  Over 80 aircraft dispatches between 18 
March and 4 May, including remote piloted 
aircraft.

•  Ten relief centres were established and 
attended by more than 800 people on the 
night of Saturday 17 March and Sunday 18 
March 2018.

•  Over a 43 day period, 1,039 presentations 
for Community Health Assessments.

•  Numerous community meetings in multiple 
locations. 

Figure 1: Graphic summary of the 2018 South West fires, including information relating to the weather, fire 
and public information for 17 to 19 March 2018 (NB: All fires started between 8pm Saturday 17 March and 
9am Sunday 18 March 2018 – graphic represents the date of exact time of first fire report). 
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How were communities  
engaged through the fires?

Communities bear the consequences of 
emergencies and have often developed their own 
coping mechanisms and strategies to reduce the 
impact and manage the unfolding consequences 
of these emergencies. 

During the management of the fires, operational 
personnel prioritised the engagement and 
connection with the community by using local 
knowledge, including local resources, and 
empowering community leadership wherever 
possible. A range of methods were used to 
engage the community and share important 
information, including video streaming of 
community meetings and video clips to describe 
complex information, such as weather and its 
relationship to fire behaviour.

From the outset, the Regional Recovery 
Coordinator, with endorsement from the then 
Emergency Management Commissioner, decided 
that the recovery process should be based on 
community expectations and that government 

and sector partners should be accountable to 
the community for successful delivery against 
those expectations. This was critical given the 
impact of the emergency on proud communities 
experiencing destabilisation and put the 
community in control of a situation where there 
was an overwhelming sense of loss of control. 

Early into the recovery process, local 
governments played a vital role in providing 
a safe way for the community to engage with 
government agencies and sector partners to 
develop a clear outcome-based recovery plan 
with agreed milestones and expectations.
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How was community feedback 
captured about the fires?
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To capture the feedback and experiences of 
community members that were impacted by 
the fires, the then Emergency Management 
Commissioner approved the 2018 South West 
Fires Community and Multi-Agency Debriefing 
Plan. The aim of the debrief program was 
to ensure that key observations, learning 
opportunities and good practice were captured 
in a coordinated way from the community and 
operational personnel at community, incident, 
region and state levels. The debrief program 
scope included the readiness and fire response on 
17/18 March and the ensuing peat fire response, 
relief coordination and transition to recovery.

For the first time in Victoria, a dedicated team of 21 
specialists from 8 Victorian and interstate agencies 
worked together to achieve this plan, with a further 
20 people from 11 agencies represented on the 
Debrief Coordination Group. This was the first 
time in Victoria a coordinated approach of this 
scale had been implemented to conduct a debrief 
program for a significant emergency. This debrief 
program included 10 community debriefs that were 
available for community members to attend at the 
following locations:

The debrief program was not a forensic analysis 
attributing blame or investigating any individual 
performance. The program collated experiences 
and observations from both community 
members and emergency management 
personnel and analysed them to identify trends 
using a nationally agreed process of lessons 
management.4) The lessons identified through this 
process were validated with municipal, regional 
and state representatives and documented in 
the 2018 South West Fires Operational Debrief 
Program Report. 

The Community Report provides a high level 
summary of those identified lessons that were 
particularly relevant to the community. The 
lessons, which are described in the following 
sections, were sorted into the areas that worked 
well and the challenges that were experienced. 

It is important to note that the lessons provided 
in this report are representative of the trends 
or common perspectives of those community 
members who attended the 10 community debrief 
sessions in May and June 2018. Therefore, this set 
of lessons may not be a comprehensive view of 
all experiences of community members that were 
impacted by the fires.

• Camperdown: 17 May 2018
• Cobden: 21 May 2018
• Terang: 24 May 2018
• Simpson: 29 May 2018
• Port Campbell: 30 May 2018
• Timboon: 31 May 2018
• Garvoc: 13 June 2018
• Warrnambool: 18 June 2018
• Hawkesdale: 20 June 2018
• Penshurst: 25 June 2018

4)  
The national lessons  

management process  
of observation, insights  
and lessons (OIL) was  

used to analyse the data,  
as described in the Australian 

Institute for Disaster Resilience 
Handbook 8 – Lessons  

Management. https://knowledge.
aidr.org.au/resources/ 
lessons-management- 

handbook/

https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/resources/lessons-management-handbook/


Community connection and engagement 
worked well. The importance of engaging and 
being connected with local communities was 
identified as being a priority during the fires 
and this was reflected in operational plans and 
strategies. Emergency management agencies 
were well connected to local communities and 
made successful efforts to ensure the community 
were engaged. Some examples of this included 
the hosting of community meetings together 
with local government representatives, issuing 
important community information at relief 
centres, live streaming meetings online, using 
social media to disseminate information and 
publishing newsletters through the municipalities. 
The utilisation of local knowledge through the 
inclusion of incident management personnel 
with a local connection had a positive impact 
on community engagement. As a result of these 
efforts, community members reported they felt 
well supported and informed.

Community cohesion was generally high. In most 
areas impacted by the fires, community members 
reported a culture of cohesion and collaboration 
in which people supported and connected each 
other to required services. During the initial spread 
of fires on the night of 17/18 March, community 
members indicated they felt supported by their 
local government and agencies, which continued 
throughout the duration of the fires. Community 
feedback reported many examples of positive 
community spirit, including fundraising and 
community events. 

Community members praised the efforts 
of agencies during response, relief and 
recovery activities. In general, community 
members reported that response, relief and 
recovery activities undertaken by agencies and 
organisations were satisfactory and appreciated. 
Community members consistently complimented 
the response, relief and recovery activities of 
agencies. The efforts of agencies were appreciated 
by the community including activities such as the 
protection of homes, reconnection of services, 
clean up, fencing, counselling and support services. 
Strong feedback from community members 
reflected satisfaction with the level of support 
provided by local government.
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“Corangamite shire and 
CFA, I applaud them.”

What worked well  
relating to the fires?

“The involvement 
of the local shire, 
I found that quite 
good because they 
were around quite 
a bit, they were 
contacting me quite 
a bit to find out if 
there was anything  
they could do to 
help.”
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Health monitoring and community health 
assessments were prioritised throughout the 
peat fires. Managing the short and long-term 
risk of smoke in emergencies is a key component 
of ensuring the safety of emergency services 
personnel and community members, consistent 
with the State Emergency Management priorities 
that focus on the protection and preservation 
of life. During the management of the peat fires, 
the community health assessments and health 
monitoring of emergency management personnel 
were strategic priorities and these were reflected 
in multiple operational plans. Community health 
assessments were available to community 
members throughout the duration of the peat 
fires supported by the early activation of the 
Community Health Assessment Centre (CHAC) in 
Terang (see definition on page 4). 

“Fantastic to see the 
community come together.” 

“EPA (Environment 
Protection Authority 
Victoria), once they 
got set up, was 
fantastic; to actually 
see … in those alerts 
as to what the air 
quality was.” 

“The help 
you get from 
community, like 
from people 
coming with 
food for you, 
more than you 
can eat! It was 
an astonishing 
thing.” 



Multiple emergencies and outages impacted the 
ability for community members to access and 
respond to timely, relevant and tailored public 
information. During the night of 17/18 March, the 
adverse weather and subsequent fires caused 
power disruptions and telecommunications 
outages in affected areas. Outages to 
telecommunication systems and networks affected 
landlines, internet and mobile phone services. With 
the power out and telecommunications disabled, 
many community members reported being unable 
to receive or access emergency alerts, public 
information, warnings, road closure details and 
community information or make contact with 
others via phone. 

In the initial stages, awareness of and access 
to emergency information was even more 
challenging because many community members 
were asleep when the fires ignited.

Community members indicated a reliance on the 
use of phone and computer applications to send 
and receive information during the fires, which 
were particularly impacted by the outages. The 
disruptions to power and telecommunications 
also had impacts on tourism in the affected areas, 
including difficulties in communicating road 
closures and impacts to businesses during the fires. 

Community members reported challenges with 
the public information issued during the initial 
spread of fires on the night of 17/18 March. 
Community members reported that in some 
cases the public information provided was initially 
confusing or did not include information that 
enabled them to make effective decisions. For 
example, some communities reported receiving 
warnings and advice messages for two separate 
fires, which included different levels of warnings 
and conflicting advice about what action to take. 

Community members reported inconsistencies 
in community preparedness and confusion 
regarding terminology for relief centres, refuges 
and neighbourhood safer places. Feedback from 
community members indicated inconsistencies 
in community preparedness and self-sufficiency. 
This included varying levels of community 
understanding of emergencies, inconsistencies 
in community emergency preparedness, wide 
ranging levels of maturity in business continuity 
planning and a need for more comprehensive 
personal plans for emergencies. 

Community members also reported confusion 
about the terminology used by emergency 
personnel, including the difference between 
relief centres, refuges and neighbourhood 
safer places (also called Bushfire Places of Last 
Resort5)). However, where community members 
had undertaken and understood preparedness 
activities, such as having and enacting a bushfire 
plan, they reported that they had greater 
understanding and were able to make more 
effective and timely decisions during the fires.

What were the challenges 
relating to the fires?

“In any fire, our 
plan has to be 
fluid and flexible, 
but we have to 
have an idea 
of what we are 
going to do.”
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5)  
Information about 

‘Neighbourhood Safer 
Places’ or ‘Bushfire Places 
of Last Resort’ is available 

at https://www.cfa.vic.
gov.au/plan-prepare/
neighbourhood-safer-

places/

https://www.cfa.vic.gov.au/plan-prepare/neighbourhood-safer-places/
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“There’s a fire popping up every 
minute on the app. Unfortunately 
our phones were almost flat 
because it was the end of the day 
and then shortly after that the 
power went out … we had sprinklers 
set up on the lawn and plugged in 
and taps on but there was no water 
coming out unfortunately because 
we had no power.”

“We had road closures and a lot of 
them were out past the fire area …
It was just the attitude of people to 
say, well there was nobody there, 
I’m just going to go through.”

Evacuation terminology used at the Gazette 
Fire lacked clarity for community members. 
Community members indicated that evacuations, 
including self-evacuations, were at times 
challenging due to a lack of information available 
early during the initial spread of fires on the 
night of 17/18 March. Many community members 
reported they did not know where they should 
be evacuating to, which was made more complex 
by the inconsistent understanding of terminology 
used by emergency personnel as described above 
(e.g. relief centres, neighbourhood safer places, 
refuges and evacuation points). 

In addition, community feedback indicated that 
facilities where the community sought relief were 
not always adequate for their needs, including 
issues of accessibility and amenities. 
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“Probably one thing 
that I can take away 
from the whole 
experience is talk 
about it with your 
mum and dad, and 
friends and family, 
aunties and uncles, 
is get a fire plan in 
action. Even knowing 
what to do around 
your house to protect 
your house, have 
a defensible space 
between your house 
and vegetation.” 

“On that night when 
the siren went, I took 
as it an evacuation 
siren. There was a 
couple of comments 
on Facebook that 
that siren was a call 
to arms, the old 
fashioned call to 
arms that we used to 
get. We just need to 
know … Things have 
changed, we used to 
get the siren would go 
whenever there was 
a fire but now that 
doesn’t happen, not 
every fire. So we just 
didn’t know if it was 
evacuate.”



Traffic management was challenging for 
community members. Throughout the duration 
of the fires, managing the flow of traffic in and 
around the fire impacted areas was challenging 
for agencies and frustrating for community 
members at times. During the initial spread of 
fires on the night of 17/18 March many community 
members were unsure of which roads were 
safe to travel on, and which roads were open 
or closed. Information gaps were exacerbated 
by multiple fires, night time conditions, power 
outages and adverse weather conditions resulting 
in trees blocking roads. 

Impact assessment processes were challenging 
for community members. There was a 
requirement for timely, detailed and accurate 
information about damage and impacts of the 
fires on the community to enable effective and 
appropriate recovery arrangements. Community 
members reported being approached multiple 
times by different agencies or organisations 
for similar information disrupting community 
members during a difficult period.

Donation management was challenging for 
community members. Community members 
reported that they were unclear about the 
management of donations, the activation of 
funds and governance of the various donation 
processes (e.g. community relief fund, 
independent funding avenues, food donations). 
There appeared to be a lack of clarity and 
understanding about who managed donation 
funds and how they would be distributed.

Vegetation management was of concern to 
community members. Community members 
expressed concerns with vegetation management 
and fuel reduction along the roadsides, boundary 
lines and around infrastructure. Community 
members believed more should be done 
to reduce fire risk, reduce fuel and manage 
vegetation hazards along roadsides including 
fallen trees that potentially could block roads and 
evacuation routes.6) On the night of 17/18 March 
and the following days, community members 
reported that a number of trees fell across roads, 
which impacted their ability to travel down 
particular routes. Community members reported 
they had raised concerns around vegetation 
management prior to the fires in affected areas.

Overhead power transmission and the perceived 
proximity of vegetation was of concern to 
community members. Community feedback 
indicated concerns with the power distribution 
systems relating to fire risk. Community members 
expressed frustration with the fire risk posed 
by overhead power transmission in affected 
areas and consistently stated their concerns 
with perceived inadequate risk mitigation and 
maintenance.7) 

“People around Australia and particularly around 
Victoria are donating food and money and they 
want it to go to the people affected by the fires, 
whether you think you need it or not … and if it 
doesn’t go to you, it will start going to people  
who had nothing to do with the fire.” 

EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT VICTORIA | 2018 SOUTH WEST FIRES COMMUNITY REPORT 13

6) 
Energy Safe Victoria  

has information relating to 
vegetation management,  
regulatory requirements, 

responsibilities of electricity 
companies and councils.  

Further information can be found 
at https://www.esv.vic.gov.au/wp-

content/uploads/2017/ 
02/Powerlines-and- 

vegetation-management_ 
brochure.pdf

7)  
Energy Safe Victoria has 
information relating to 

considerations in determining  
the appropriate distances between 

vegetation and electrical lines. 
Further information can be found 

at https://www.esv.vic.gov.au/ 
wp-content/uploads/2017/05/

ESV_24ppA5_ElectricLine 
ClearanceRegulations. 

v3.pdf 

https://www.esv.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Powerlines-and-vegetation-management_brochure.pdf
https://www.esv.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/ESV_24ppA5_ElectricLineClearanceRegulations.v3.pdf


The fires had a significant impact on a wide 
range of communities across south west Victoria, 
including economic and social upheaval to 
livelihoods, livestock and lifestyles. For many 
families and individuals, the impacts of the 
fires are ongoing and the recovery process has 
been protracted. Support programs have been 
extended for a further 12 months due to baseline 
community stress associated with the fire events, 
ongoing low milk prices and prolonged class 
action associated with the fire.

Since the fires, many communities, organisations 
and councils have made enormous efforts to 
initiate, coordinate and contribute to activities 
that have aided the recovery process and 
promoted resilience in preparation for future 
emergencies.  

In response to the lessons identified in relation 
to operational management and community 
outcomes, communities, councils and emergency 
management organisations have commenced 
a range of activities to sustain good practice 
and address areas for improvement. Many of 
these are large, ongoing projects and activities 
that will continue to improve the emergency 
management system and the management of 
future emergencies. Communities, councils and 
emergency management organisations will 
continue to implement changes from the fires 
together with other priorities as they arise from 
subsequent emergencies. Some examples of this 
work are included in the following sections. 

Local level activities

Examples of the local level activities and projects 
relating to feedback and experiences gathered 
from community members and agencies during 
the Community and Multi-agency Debriefing 
Program are:

 •  Simpson community emergency blueprint: 
Development of a simple plan for the Simpson 
community for future emergencies (more 
information is included in the following 
snapshot section). 

 •  Timboon safer together program: During 
the fires, there was confusion in the Timboon 
community about where the Bushfire Places 
of Last Resort8) (BPLR) was and when it could 
be used as a place to go. There has since been 
promotion and discussion about this location 
and when is a good time for people to go 
there. Signage at the Timboon Hall (location 
of BPLR) has since changed to indicate what 
people can expect when they arrive there. 
The Community Based Bushfire Management 
(CBBM) Group have asked for a generator to 
be installed at the Hall and council has now 
agreed for this to happen.

 •  Van Tastic: was a community led initiative 
conceived from discussions that the Moyne 
Shire Municipal Recovery Team had with 
the fire affected communities. It was 
clear following these discussions that the 
community wanted to be able to engage 
with a service delivery model that was 
flexible and could meet their needs locally. 
Van Tastic operated from a van on the side 
of the road, in four separate locations across 
two local government areas. In each location 
the van was adopted by the community and 
provided a range of benefits, including social 
connection, psychological support, resilience 
building and community cohesiveness. This 
approach challenged the standard approach 
to recovery by moving away from prescribed 
formal meetings and engaging with the 
community directly in a place where they felt 
comfortable.

What’s happened  
since the fires? 

14
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 •  Corangamite Shire Council emergency relief 
centre boxes: Availability of Council staff 
resources for emergency relief centres was 
very limited due to the extent of the fires and 
road closures. This meant some community 
members had to open emergency relief 
centres and manage by themselves until 
assistance became available. Council is now 
working on Emergency Relief Centre boxes 
that can be pre-positioned at identified 
locations to address this issue. These boxes 
will be heavy duty with long lasting items and 
information to guide people at an Emergency 
Relief Centre if staff are unable to attend.

 •  Corangamite Shire Council mapping of peat 
swamps: During the fires it was found there 
were insufficient plans or guidelines relating to 
the management of Ephemeral Wetlands and 
Peat Swamps including extinguishment and 
rehabilitation strategies. While mapping of peat 
swamps is a statewide project, Corangamite 
Shire Council is commencing peat mapping 
across the Shire for local use and will develop 
specific operational tools and aid memoires 
in collaboration with the Municipal Fire 
Management Planning Committee.

 •  Corangamite Shire Council 72hrs resilience 
program: High winds during the fires resulted 
in widespread power and telecommunications 
disruptions which limited the ability for 
people to access information and receive 
warnings to make informed decisions. Council 
is developing a program called “72 hours 
Resilience”, which will assist people and 
families with self-sufficiency during times 
when the power, telecommunications or 
transport is disrupted.

 •  Corangamite Shire Council bushfire places of 
last resort signs: Council is currently updating 
signs for its designated Bushfire Places of Last 
Resort9) (BPLR) sites. The new signs are more 
user friendly, with infographic (picture) based 
information and a map showing the designated 
area. Additionally, posters and flyers have 
been designed to educate communities on the 
locations and use of BPLRs. 

8) & 9)  
 ‘Bushfire Places  

of Last Resort’ are also 
called ‘Neighbourhood 

Safer Places’ –  
further information  

is available at https://www.
cfa.vic.gov.au/plan-prepare/

neighbourhood-safer-
places

https://www.cfa.vic.gov.au/plan-prepare/neighbourhood-safer-places


Regional level activities

Examples of the regional level activities and 
projects relating to feedback and experiences 
gathered from community members and 
agencies during the Community and Multi-agency 
Debriefing Program are:

•  Roadside fuel management project: This
project is aiming to improve the identification 
of high priority areas for roadside vegetation 
management in the agricultural landscapes 
of south western Victoria (more information 
included in the following snapshot section). 

•  'Neighbourhood Safer Place' and
'Bushfire Place of Last Resort' signage
and terminology: This work addresses
the challenge of terminology and signage
for Bushfire Places of Last Resort or
neighbourhood safer places. CFA has planned
additional Community Safety activities for
the community and has included the subject
at internal CFA forums and multi-agency
briefings for operational and operational
support personnel.

•  Regional roundtable discussion of
psychosocial needs: The Department of
Health and Human Services is participating
in a round-table discussion with regional
stakeholders to discuss ways the service
system can adapt to better understand
the psychosocial needs of the community.
Addressing community needs will be based
on the findings from innovative engagement

strategies employed during this recovery 
process. Examples include a coordinated 
approach across agencies to home visiting, 
the recovery outreach bus and a range of 
community events to provide information and 
support.

•  Bushfire Vegetation Works: In response to the
Black Saturday fires, VicRoads developed the 
Roadside Bushfire Risk Assessment Guidelines 
to guide vegetation management along 
roadsides in relation to fire prevention. Using 
these guidelines, VicRoads worked with CFA, 
DELWP and Municipalities to conduct desktop 
and on-site inspections to determine the 
high risk locations that required vegetation 
management across their network. This 
identified 107 high risk locations across the 
south west Region that required some form 
of vegetation management in addition to the 
normal routine maintenance type of works. 
These additional works will help to provide 
a safer road network during bushfires by 
removing hazardous trees, reducing fuel loads 
and providing safer access and egress in and 
out of some towns and remote locations. 

•  CFA Roadside Burning Program: CFA and
partner agencies undertake a roadside burns
program, which is carried out on designated
strategic roadsides across the south west
region road network. This work reduces fuels
loads prior to the fire season and form part
of Municipal Fire Prevention Plans. Burnt
roadsides provide a defendable space to

16
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help fight fires, safer travel routes for the 
emergency services during a bushfire and 
safer access and egress for the community. 
VicRoads / Regional Roads Vic assist these 
roadside burns by providing fence line breaks, 
additional slashing and managing traffic 
during the burns.

State level activities

Examples of the state level activities and projects 
relating to feedback and experiences gathered 
from community members and agencies during 
the Community and Multi-agency Debriefing 
Program are:

 •  Powerline bushfire safety program: The 
Powerline Replacement Fund10) (PRF) will 
see powerlines in the highest risk bushfire 
areas replaced with insulated overhead, 
underground powerlines or new conductor 
technologies. The Fund is directed at 
replacing both High Voltage and Private 
Overhead Electric Lines in highest priority 
Local Government Areas, including Colac-
Otway, Corangamite, Moyne and Southern 
Grampians. Funding for the $200 million PRF 
is being directed in stages to priority areas 
identified in conjunction with the Emergency 
Management Commissioner, Energy Safe 
Victoria, the Department of Environment, 
Land, Water and Planning and technical 
experts. 

 •  Multi-agency health monitoring procedure: 
a new Joint Standard Operating Procedure 
(JSOP) relating to health monitoring of 
operational personnel was approved in 
October 2019 based on learnings from a range 
of operational event, including the 2018 South 
West fires. 

 •  Engage Victoria – Planning for better 
bushfire management: Strategic bushfire 
management planning is an important action 
we undertake to reduce bushfire risk. The 
process of developing a plan brings together 
land and fire managers, communities and 
other key stakeholders to develop a common 
understanding of bushfire risk across the 
landscape and determine appropriate 
management actions to reduce that risk. 
Each regional approach reflects the values, 
priorities, environment and the unique risk 
profile of that place. This means that each 
region has different priorities, objectives and, 
ultimately, different strategies.

 •  Lessons management: Since 2015, EMV 
together with the emergency management 
sector, have been focused on implementing  
a learning culture and a process to effectively 
identify and learn lessons from events such 
as these fires. This work is ongoing and has 
been significantly updated based on the 
experiences outlined in this report and the 
process that was undertaken to debrief the 
community and operational personnel.

 •  Before Action Reports: Before Action 
Reporting (BAR) is a concept utilised by 
many organisations across the world to 
encourage the use of lessons from other 
teams, organisations and events, consider 
good practice and identify areas to improve. 
During the 2018/19 operational period, lessons 
identified from the South West Fires were 
incorporated into numerous BARs to ensure 
the lessons identified during these fires were 
considered in current and future operations.

 •  Multi-agency access to statewide peat data: 
Data on location of peat across the state 
has been included on eMap - a mapping tool 
available to operational mapping personnel, 
and will soon be available more widely to all 
operational personnel on the multi-agency 
emergency management – common operating 
picture (EM-COP) platform. This information 
allows for more effective planning and 
response to fires in areas of peat.

 •  Multi-agency trial of night firebombing: 
although the outcome of the 2018 South 
West fires would not have been impacted 
by night time firebombing, the spread of 
fire during the night reinforces the need to 
explore how night firebombing and night 
vision technology could help better protect 
Victorian communities in the future. A night 
firebombing trial provided an opportunity 
to utilise Night Vision Imaging Systems 
technology on bushfires. Over the 2018-19 
summer season, Victoria’s two helicopters 
were deployed to 13 fires over 20 nights. This 
enabled a test of the systems of work and 
better understanding of the practicalities of 
integrating into existing operational practices.

 •  CFA Property Advice: CFA offer a range of 
advice and services to all community members 
who live near dense forest, bush, grassland or 
the coast to prepare their property for bushfire 
https://www.cfa.vic.gov.au/plan-prepare/how-
to-prepare-your-property 

10)  
Further information  
about the Powerline 

Replacement  
Fund is available at  
https://www.energy. 

vic.gov.au/ 
electricity/powerline-

replacement-fund

https://www.cfa.vic.gov.au/plan-prepare/how-to-prepare-your-property
https://www.energy.vic.gov.au/electricity/powerline-replacement-fund
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Communities, councils and agencies have 
commenced a range of activities to sustain 
good practice and address areas for 
improvement since the fires. A snapshot of 
two of these activities are described in the 
following sections. 

Snapshot of two 
post-fire activities

Simpson Emergency Blueprint

Background

Simpson is a small town in the south west of 
Victoria. The town is located in a dairying region 
about halfway between Colac and Port Campbell. 
The town has about 150 residents, with a large 
number of residents in surrounding farms and 
rural properties. Many Simpson residents were 
impacted by the 2018 South West fires, including 
damage to farms and losses of animals with fire 
approximately 8kms from the township. 

In the aftermath of the fires, community members 
started talking about their experiences of the 
fires. Many community members reported being 
unsure of what to do and others reported that 
they didn’t even know about the emergency 
going on around them because it happened at 
night. There are no designated Neighbourhood 
Safer Places (also called Bushfire Place of Last 
Resort) or refuges in the township and due to 
the high winds the roads were dangerous to 
travel. It was clear than many community 
members did not know where to go in a 
large scale emergency. 

Process of development

These discussions initiated some thinking 
about what the community could do to 
be more prepared for future emergencies. 
Community leaders started to discuss 
emergency planning with different community 
groups, including members of the Lions Club, 
the Bowls Club and the Cricket Club. Community 
leaders also engaged with Corangamite Shire 
Council who coordinated relevant emergency 
agencies to help the community to connect 
into current emergency planning processes, get 
information about risk in the local area and link 
to other community programs. The Simpson 
community drove the agenda and the outcome, 

with support and information provided by the 
partner organisations.

The focus of all of these discussions was 
to develop a simple plan for the Simpson 
community for future emergencies. The 
simple plan actually turned out to be a series 
of products, which collectively are called the 
Simpson Emergency Blueprint:

COMMUNITY PROFILE
This one page document 
identifies key information 
about the town such as 

population, characteristics, 
events and community leaders 
contact details as well as what 

resources, capacity or skills 
they can provide.

FLOW CHART
This one page easy- 

to-follow guide describes 
what action to take 

depending on your decisions 
made in an emergency and 

is designed to also be  
used separately in  
signs and flyers.

ASSET MAP
This map shows what 
assets and buildings 

are high value to  
the community.



These discussions enabled a better understanding 
of where community members were likely to go 
during an emergency. During the South West 
fires, many community members either planned 
or went to the pub carpark, the community hall, 
the football oval or the CFA station. Risk mapping 
provided later by emergency services clarified 
that the pub and associated car park was likely 
to be the place of least impact of those locations. 
The local CFA brigade have also recognised 
that many people will come to the CFA station 
for information so they have planned to have 
someone there if possible in future emergencies. 

Program outcomes

One benefit of the Simpson Emergency 
Blueprint is that it can provide important local 
information into operational activities and 
planning by emergency services and council, 
as well as potentially being shared with an 
Incident Management Team if an emergency 
occurs. Another benefit has been the stronger 
connections between community members 
and greater links to emergency management 
organisations, programs and services. 

The influence of the township planning has 
spread and now groups of people in close by 
hamlets or along roads have started similar 
processes. These micro-community plans allow 
the groups to determine a communication plan 
for emergencies and identify the nearby areas of 
lower risk. This information can also be fed into 
the township plan and CFA operational plans. 

The Simpson community has now initiated 
more resilience building activities with Council 
and agencies support, including emergency 
management programs for children and a 
community evening event featuring the CFA 
virtual Fire Sim Table.

The most important outcome of this process is 
the increased awareness by community members 
of emergency risk and recognition of personal 
responsibility for knowing what to do during 
an emergency. The activities and engagement 
between the community, Council and 
agencies has resulted in a better relationships, 
understanding of community values, planning 
and increased resilience to emergencies. The 
clear message to the community was that leaving 
early is the safest option to protect yourself and 
your family. Leaving early means leaving the 
area before a fire starts – not when you can see 
flames or smell smoke.11) This includes identifying 
the triggers for leaving (e.g. fire danger ratings), 
organising where to go and planning the route 
there, keeping in mind the risks of high winds, 
falling trees and blocked roads.
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11)  
General information 
about planning and 
preparing for fires is 

available at https://www.
cfa.vic.gov.au/plan-

prepare/before-and-
during-a-fire

https://www.cfa.vic.gov.au/plan-prepare/before-and-during-a-fire
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Roadside Fuel Management Project 

Background

Following the 2018 South West Fires, fire 
agencies and councils began to hear communities 
raise questions, concerns and ideas about 
managing roadside vegetation. Those things 
centred around protecting things that matter, 
such as; human safety, private property, 
agricultural production, native flora and fauna 
and Aboriginal cultural heritage.

A project team led by Forest Fire Management 
Victoria successfully bid for funding to conduct 
a pilot project with Melbourne University. The 
project partners also include CFA, Regional 
Roads Victoria, Vic SES and local Councils. This 
project is aiming to improve the identification 
of high priority areas for roadside vegetation 
management in the agricultural landscapes of 
south western Victoria. 

In particular; this pilot project was seeking to 
explore the following questions:

Information gathering 

We wanted to gather some information from 
the community to help inform the project, and 
make sure the project team had considered local 
knowledge and lived experience of fire. Through 
a postal survey that received over six hundred 
responses, community focus groups at Portland 
and Hamilton, and localised visits around Garvoc, 
Gazette and Timboon, we heard:

 •  The community is concerned about the risk of 
fires starting in long grass on roadsides

 •  People are concerned about falling trees or 
branches blocking the road if they need to 
leave in response to an emergency warning

 •  People would like to see simpler rules around 
roadside vegetation and closer cooperation 
between the managing agencies

 •  People are concerned for flora and fauna 
outcomes; however, see the primary function 
of the road as access and egress 

 •  The vegetation treatment options most widely 
supported included roadside slashing and the 
trimming (rather than removing) of trees. 

How can we best  
include roadside  

vegetation management  
in landscape scale  

bushfire risk reduction  
using measures focussed  
on outcomes to “things  

that matter”? 

How effective is 
roadside vegetation 

management 
in altering fire 

behaviour?

Can we use  
simulation modelling to  

identify priority areas for  
roadside vegetation  

management? Particularly  
with respect to:

• Ignition risk (fires starting)
• Egress (community, responders 

and post incident recovery)
• Suppression (e.g.  

breaks that slow the rate of  
spread of bushfires or  

can be used to assist in  
halting the spread  

of a bushfire)

Snapshot of two 
post-fire activities
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This information, together with maps marked 
up by the community, has been provided to the 
project team.

Program outcomes

 •  Egress model – This work is focusing on 
building a model which allows us to predict 
the likelihood of trees (or branches, limbs) 
falling on roads and blocking them. The 
project team has been working to understand 
relevant factors such as drought, previous 
fire history and weather conditions that may 
influence the likelihood of tree fall.

 

•  Testing of prediction modelling tools - 
Melbourne University have been testing whether 
tools commonly used by the fire agencies to 
predictively model the spread of fires in the 
landscape can work successfully at a smaller, 
narrower scale. This was important because 
roadsides are small narrow strips of vegetation 
in the landscape. Through testing, the project 
team has now confirmed the tools fire agencies 
use will be able to adequately and reliably 
capture data at this smaller scale. This allows 
us to progress work on modelling ignition risk, 
and the effects that vegetation management 
might have on reducing that risk. This will also 
allow us to progress work in modelling how 
effective ‘strategic breaks’ along roadsides 
are in supporting fire-fighting suppression 
efforts (such as slowing the spread of fire); and 
reducing the consequences to community.

Figure 2: An example of how the Phoenix RapidFire model can be used to predict the outcomes 
of fires that start on roadsides. The black dots in the top image are separate ignition locations. 
The red outlines represent where the fire is at each hour. The bottom images show the total area 
impacted by one of the fire ignitions.



Many community members contributed their 
feedback and shared their experiences through 
this debrief program. This Community Report 
represents the emergency management sector’s 
commitment to sharing, exploring and addressing 
these community observations. The collaborative 
approach taken to capture the community 
observations about the 2018 South West fires 
demonstrates a recognition that the community 
experience is a key driver of improved outcomes 
that minimise the impact of emergencies. 

Capturing the collective experience of an 
emergency event is important for our ability to 
learn and continuously improve. Community 
Reports assist the emergency management sector 
to better prepare for, respond to and recover from 
future emergencies. We must all work together to 
learn as much as we can from every emergency and 
strive for a safer and more resilient Victoria.

Work on the activities described in this report 
and other supportive actions will continue to 
address the lessons identified in this report. The 
implementation and monitoring of lessons and 
associated actions will be undertaken as part 
of business as usual activities coordinated by 
responsible committees such as the Municipal 
Emergency Management Planning Committees, 
Regional Emergency Management Planning 
Committee, State Review Team and the State 
Control Team.

In addition to activities relating to this event, the 
lessons identified will be collated with trends from 
other emergencies to inform ongoing continuous 
improvement. In many cases, lessons in this report 
relate to an ongoing area of work where they 
will be used to inform future developments and 
planned actions.

The process taken to examine this incident and 
engage the community has enabled areas to be 
discussed and questions to be explored. This is the 
first time a program of this nature and scale had 
been conducted and has further developed the 
approach for debriefing communities impacted by 
emergencies. There is an opportunity to learn how 
we can effectively capture community observations 
and maintain meaningful dialogue with community 
members before, during and after emergencies.

What happens next?

The impact of the 2018 South West fires reminds us 
that bushfires in the Victorian context can be highly 
destructive and volatile. Bushfire safety is a shared 
responsibility between the government, agencies, 
business and the community. Bushfire safety 
involves effective planning and preparation prior to a 
fire, making informed decisions during the event, 
and having access to a range of safety options, in 
particular places to shelter from the effects of the fire. 

All Victorians, no matter where they live, must 
understand the emergency risk and undertake 
measures to mitigate their own exposure to it. It is 
also important for everyone to prepare financially 
to ensure they can repair, replace or rebuild 
after an emergency. For further information on 
insurance coverage, please visit www.insureit.
vic.gov.au. For further information on planning 
and preparing for fires all year round, please visit 
https://www.cfa.vic.gov.au/about/plan-and-prepare. 

Please utilise this report in your conversations 
with neighbours, family, colleagues, brigades, 
units and organisations to ensure the experiences 
of the South West fires lead to lessons learned.

How does the sector 
learn from emergencies?
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