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Community Recovery Bushfire Reference Group 
 

Date 13 October 2020 Time 5pm 
 

Venue Zoom Chair Mayor David West 

Note-taker Janine Friedrich 
 

Attendance  Mayor David West, Paul De Szell, Janine Friedrich, Daniel Trudgeon, 
Danitry Gerrand, Greg Hale, Kim MacDonald, Lindsay Segal, Neal 
Parker, Bettina Bettington, Jenny Brewer, Bree Katsamangos, Mark 
Johnson, Peter Ruprecht, Sharon Chamberlain, Trypheyna McShane, 
Alastair Breingan, Linda MacKenzie, Chris Schilt, Peter Hatton & Paul 
Henderson. 

 

Apologies Kylie Atkinson, Mike Parsons, Deputy Mayor Claire Pontin & Adam 
Parish, Lucinda Fischer 

 
Meeting items 
 

Item Key points/actions 

1 Acknowledgement of Country  

We acknowledge the traditional custodians of the land on which we work and 
live, the Gathang-speaking people and pay our respects to all Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people who now reside in the MidCoast Council area. We 
extend our respect to elders past and present, and to all future cultural-
knowledge holders. 

2 Outstanding actions 

• Group to provide a list of actions/issues 

• Details of Reference Group members be included in the next Bushfire 
newsletter 

2 How Local Emergency Management works in emergency events?  

Chris Schilt (Superintendent and Manning Great Lakes Police District Commander) 
is also our Local Emergency Operations Controller (LEOCON). Chris’s role is in an 
emergency situation is to coordinate activities in an emergency situation. At the 
lowest level emergency event we only need to establish site control. RFS/Fire and 
Rescue NSW will be directed to attend to the incident. A senior inspector from the 
Police would be directed to be site controller. In smaller events the council’s local 
Emergency Management Officer (LEMO) and LEOCON may work together without 
an emergency operations centre being set up. They may ask for liaison from the 
RFS, NSW Ambulance, RMS, etc. to coordinate out on the scene. If there is a big 



 
Meeting notes for Community Recovery Bushfire Reference Group meeting Page 2 of 9 

Item Key points/actions 
event, an Emergency Operations Centre (EOC) may be activated by one of the 
combat agencies.  

Peter Hatton is the MidCoast Council’s Acting LEMO. This role provides event 
management support and assists the LEOCON when there is a declaration of an 
emergency, especially when there is an EOC established.  

Chris Schilt stated an EOC is activated by a combat agency during a big event. It 
may be directed by the LEOCON. In smaller events the Police, LEMO, RFS, etc. 
may work together without an EOC being established. At the time of the MidCoast 
fires the LEMO was Andrew Blatch, Peter and one other person were the support. 
An EOC was set up, a room where all involved combat defence agencies attended. 
In a fire event it might include agencies such as the RFS, Local Land Services, 
Department of Family and Community Services (now the Department of 
Communities and Justice), and any other leading agencies in the fire event. The 
EOC is set up to allow each agency to make their own decisions to support the 
community, as under direction from the LEOCON.  

Paul De Szell added that during our MidCoast fires an incident centre set up solely 
in the council, run by Paul De Szell because it was such a big event. Issues in the 
MidCoast fires were communication and road closures.  

Peter Hatton mentioned road closures are done in consultation with high level RFS 
only. Designated fire incident controller at RFS who will make these kinds of 
requests, give direction to the LEOCON. 

Sharon Chamberlain had Issues with getting accurate information on when roads 
were open, closed, about to close, etc. due to Mobile phones not reliable in area. 
Sharon advised that people were unsure how to get this information.  

Peter said during the MidCoast fires there were a large amount of roads that had to 
be closed or open, some roads under Council control, some under State control. 
Council tried to keep updated with the live traffic information but not all subsidiary 
roads were able to be kept updated. The RMS is looking at doing some changes to 
Livetraffic to give more functionality. In some of these apps there is some 
functionality for media to download this information and advertise on their outlets.  

Chris said police stations got lots of enquiries about road closures during this time 
because people weren’t able to get information from apps. 

Greg Hale found in a catastrophic event like we had a lot of this information was not 
accessible. Quite often in this fire event a lot of the time the incident controller is the 
first RFS person on the scene, a critical role of those people is to communicate and 
communicate back to their organisation so they can deal with the requests from the 
centre. However, it was difficult for it to work within the largeness of the event, 
phone lines were down, mobile phone reception was not working in some areas. At 
Killabakh, the Police got there before the fire truck and wanted to evacuate people, 
but couldn’t determine if it was safe for people to evacuate by themselves. 

Alastair Breingan found RFS internal communications were shocking, there was too 
much radio traffic with voice only communications. Al is with the RFS at 
Lansdowne, operating out of the Upper Lansdowne area. He experienced out of 
area police turning up and having no idea what to do, asking will there be looting, 
should we close roads. There is a need for road closures as they are ways to warn 
people a road could be dangerous, trees may have fallen over, etc. however 
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difficult to police in rural areas as people may evacuate and come back during the 
day to check on live stock. During the time of the fires the RFS were sometimes 
days out of date with their information and did not have access to the up to date 
information required. Al found something more local was needed, Upper 
Lansdowne Hall was a hub for that community information, manned all hours. The 
hall was the place everyone stopped and got information, or gave updates. In 
hindsight an RFS liaison person should have been based at Upper Lansdowne.  

Peter found with the LEOCON centre based at Tuncurry and the RFS centre at 
Wauchope it was several days before the RFS liaison was able to be setup at the 
centre, however once they were established things worked much better. It is 
important to note the Council has an obligation to ensure the roads are safe to 
travel on. 

Daniel said people at Krambach experienced large amounts of confusion about 
whether to evacuate and in some cases, people had to drive through fires to 
evacuate. Road closures and accurate information about closures has come up a 
lot in conversations. 

Trypheyna spoke about the Possum Brush experience, residents who got out, got 
out at the beginning, everyone else knew they had to stay and fight the fires. The 
RFS were understanding that people had to get back to property, however when 
police took over the situation it became aggressive. Residents of possum brush 
exiting and re-entering after refuelling and restocking experienced negative 
encounters with the Police, which have left some residents traumatized. There is 
now a legacy where people now don’t trust police. 

Chris believes there should be a plan in place for people entering and exiting active 
fire grounds. Police actions at the time would have been based on the police 
constable having said this is dangerous, do not let people in there. From this 
conversation Chris could see some kind of registration process needed. Things to 
be considered in the plan would be people entering the area, the risk to them and 
others, looting could become an issue. As one of the first fire affected areas on the 
North coast a lot was learnt from the fire events.  

Daintry asked how do we avoid incidents like at Possum Brush, how we do we do it 
better? How do we come up with a set of protocols? How do we support them (the 
police) in these incidents? Council staff are also making difficult decisions.  

Paul has said there is a real need for training after last year’s events, however what 
you learn in training does not give all eventualities as what you learn isn’t always 
transferrable to real events with high stress levels. 

Chris commented we can take so much from these discussions. How do we help 
communities be better prepared? Need to ensure police coming from Sydney are 
appropriately briefed and have an appropriate chain of command. 

Kim MacDonald asked are neighbourhood safer places going to be announced. 
Paul responded community safe places are listed on the RFS website, Evacuation 
centres are listed in the MidCoast Emergency plan but there is a difference how 
these work.  

Peter commented that the NSW Bushfire Inquiry Recommendations addressed 
some of these issues. Where there is only one road in or out, new RFS sheds are 
to be considered as a safer neighbourhood place. Evacuation Centres are where 
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people go to be registered, get assistance, food, bedding, etc. There are also 
staging grounds, like showgrounds, where information can be gotten. Evacuation 
Centres are coordinated and funded by the Department of Communities and 
Justice. 

3 Animal Evacuation Centres   

Daniel Trudgeon invited Rob Henderson from the Local Land Services (LLS) to 
respond to questions about animal evacuation centres. 

Rob gave some valuable information, there was 11700 incidents last year, it was 
unprecedented. LLS efforts were coordinated out of Orange, with 9 local control 
centres, Tocal controlled all operations in the Hunter LLS area, and there was an 
on the ground office at Wingham. 60 out of 70 Hunter staff helped out in the fire 
event, with more coming from outside the region to assist. A lot was learnt during 
this event however the question we ask is did the residents get the assistance they 
needed with stock? Things to be considered was that many landholders were 
already in severe drought and under stress when the fires started. There was an 
extraordinary amount of fodder that went out, that was meant to be single allocation 
to people but in some cases more went out.  

Rob stated on animal evacuation centres they were caught lacking; communication 
was the main issue. Initially there was no RFS contact in the EOC, which made it 
very difficult to stay ahead of the game. LLS is not a combat agency and their 
decisions were based on what the RFS/SES told them via the LEMO or LEOCON. 
LLS staff are not allowed on fire grounds until they are made safe and roads 
reopened. Some staff couldn’t get out as they were protecting own homes and 
some staff were unable to get through because of road closures. There are only 17 
staff in local area. The LLS worked with the LEMC to identify animal safe spaces.  

Paul has mentioned there was some confusion about what livestock can go to an 
animal safe space/animal evacuation centre. 

Rob clarified that the LLS responsible for fish, birds, and livestock. Generally, 
people turn up to welfare evacuation centres with domestic pets. There was an 
incredible number of animals at Club Taree. At the time of the fires the LLS didn’t 
have the resources to store enough animal cages but have since developed some 
better animal evacuation facilities. If wild animals are an issue, it is referred to 
WIRES. The LLS liaises with vets, RSPCA, etc. to get support with animal facilities. 
Some residents chose to stay with their livestock at the animal evacuation centres 
to ensure food and water was there for their animals. The LLS will try to maintain 
welfare, but it is much better if owner can do it. DCJS probably didn’t acknowledge 
that there were other places for the animals. Animal evacuation centres need to be 
set up automatically. 

Bree commented that animal management needs to be a part of education in 
bushfire preparedness so that individuals can take maximum responsibility where 
possible e.g. privately owned cages / crates. Perhaps vets can be involved in 
distributing information about animal management during emergencies? Most vets 
have email networks and newsletters that could be used for this purpose. 

Rob commented that the reality was control centres had to be kept out of harm’s 
way. Wingham showground was said to be decimated by animals, it needs to be 
understood costs will be covered by government. These agreements weren’t locked 
in but a lot of corrections since then have been made to make things ‘readier’ in 
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another event. Audits would be needed of area for adequate fencing, water, feed 
etc. Fodder was left over at the end but as fodder distribution was based on land 
stock returns, so it was hard to know if stated impacts were true as you were not 
able to drive up to landholders’ property. Emergency fodder was only made 
available for landholders who were on 10 hectares or more and they now have 
plans in place to make this available for smaller landholders under their “every bit 
counts” program. Some residents had to buy in their own fodder to get hay as 
quickly as needed, in this case the fodder costs were covered by LLS. The data on 
what people’s stock levels were had not been available as people had destocked or 
had stock destroyed, and in many cases Land stock return forms are filled in 
incorrectly. 25% of land holders in Hunter area are absentee and LLS probably only 
has 50% of their email contacts.  One of the most important messages for Land 
stock return completion is to provide correct email and phone numbers so we can 
contact you during any event. 

Sharon did some of the fodder allocation at the Taree showground and was 
concerned a lot of hobby farmers didn’t qualify for the emergency fodder and didn’t 
get adequate support. She stated hobby farmers now don’t have a lot of trust in 
LLS. There were also some allegations about fodder being kept for mates. There 
was also a lack of communication when hay would be available, fodder wasn’t there 
when it was said it would be there.  

Paul suggested that this could be discussed with Rob outside of this meeting 
sometime in the future to discuss how it could work better.  

Bree added we have to remember that this was an unprecedented event and while 
it left many services and agencies scrambling, they still managed to do 
extraordinary work under the circumstances. Many lessons are to be learned but 
also much to be applauded. In these circumstances you will not meet the needs of 
all the people all the time. What we are aiming for is best practice and 
communication and maximum personal preparation and responsibility. 

Daniel stated as part of process LLS identified a lot of land owners who aren’t 
traditionally using LLS services. They are now starting the “every bit counts” 
program to engage with smaller landholders to talk about fire. drought, pests, 
weeds, preparedness, etc. These people are not paying LLS rates, and may not be 
a primary producer 

Greg asked how many people who had animals, had a fire or drought plan for their 
animals? People had a good month with the Rhumba Dump Fire before the fire was 
here, and had some time to be prepared. If you have animals, you have a 
responsibility to take in the conditions and what is happening in your area in 
regards to emergencies.  A lot of people caught out on it around Killabakh.  

Daintry clarified that in regards to LLS the LLS doesn’t distinguish between primary 
producers and non-producers, more about size of land and capacity to produce.  

Trypheyna has never had any contact from LLS in terms of support for bushfire 
recovery and has correctly completed for forms for at least 5 years. She was 
surprised as to what support was offered, communication is vital. It is about 
knowing where we can get information when it is needed.  

LLS send out numerous newsletters you can sign up for and other information on 
services available.  A newsletter is also sent out with the rates notices.  
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Bree added that communication issues seem to be a recurring theme, both 
communication across agencies and communication to residents. Is there an 
interagency communication strategy for emergency response agencies, that 
encompasses internal (between partner agencies) and externally (to the 
community)? 

Applauses from Sharon, Paul and Mayor for all efforts in an unprecedented event. 

4 Update regarding NSW Bushfire Community & Resilience Fund Grants 

Bree, Bettina and Tryphena found the Are You Ready resource was superb. 

Bree asked if engagement with the resource is being measured. Community 
members need to take maximum responsibility for preparedness, but is clearly not 
all encompassing. Could funding be extended to hosting open days to bring 
together LLS, mental health clinicians, Service NSW, etc. for a family fun day. Need 
something that engages people, marketing the event so people can really see there 
is something in it for them. Focus on what LLS can do in an emergency, what you 
need to do if this happens again and maximise personal responsibility. There is no 
way all organisations can meet all the needs all the time and we don’t want to 
encourage any dependence.  

Paul said the Council recognises we have an issue with how population has grown 
as tree changers or see changers. 

Rob Henderson asked could a funding idea be to engage with the local 
showground committees to arrange a facility enhancement program. Better, 
fencing, water points, horse stables, dog kennels, etc. 

Kim added we want to ensure communities are as self-reliant as much as possible. 

Bettina asked could the funding be used to get communities to consider some of 
the issues that have been raised tonight. Different issues in different parts of the 
council area. A bit of an impetus is to first get people to discuss things in the context 
of their communities. It is always going to be imperfect.  

Daintry is interested in working with Council and Janine in developing some ideas 
for this funding. Practical implementation of these ideas and guidebook very 
important. Sort of activities needed to reinforce this and get it happening needs to 
happen at a community level. Local community and communication. Local 
community taking responsibility having the resources there to take ownership in 
local emergency. Taking individual responsibility about what we can do better. 
Practical tools and learnings. Education on alternate power systems. Important part 
of preparing. Building communication networks locally. Don’t know the phone 
numbers of my neighbours or what my neighbours are doing in an emergency. Few 
layers of action. 

Bree has found multi-agency family events to launch and encourage uptake of 
resources are always popular, and they could anchor off our local Fire Stations. 
Council could also do some short 3 minute clips with residents who have completed 
their survival plans, providing their feedback e.g. it was easy to use, I never 
considered my pets and what the long term options would be. These could be 
shared regularly over the fire season to promote use of the resource. Maybe 
funding to produce short videos with local experts from across the various agencies 
to educate people via social media. Part of the project could also be a partnership 
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with local radio stations to marry these videos with live interviews to ensure multiple 
channels are used? This video could bring to life various components of the 
bushfire plan.  

Janine to send out email to see if enough community interest to put in for some 
grants. Meeting next week. 

5 Preparedness workshops for community 

Daintry shared with the group that Landcare have upcoming workshops which 
include preparedness based on land biodiversity, pastures, etc. An action plan will 
be developed by workshop participants that will be used by Landcare/LLS to 
develop local priorities. has funding for weed control workshops in fire recovery. 
Contractors will work on priorities developed in the action plans. 

6 Online Community Leadership training opportunity 

Daintry discussed the Global Leaders network which developing shorter packages 
and online opportunities as well as developing networks of local connections. 
Sharon asked if courses could be delivered for everyone to participate in together. 

7 General Business 

Al asked for an update on where the hall upgrades program is up to. Paul is to 
follow up and find out where things are at. 

Daintry is finding there is still a lot to do in our local communities in planning for the 
future. Discussions with the RFS are needed, what worked and what didn’t and 
then work out what needs are.  

Paul said the issues collated by Michelle (what worked, what didn’t), will be put on 
the agenda for next meeting 

Sharon is rolling out two projects, a car port project that will allow people to capture 
water and “a meet the counsellor” project. Let Sharon know if would like to be 
included in either project. 

Greg is finding there are a lack of conversations out there in the community about 
disaster recovery around mental health. He has only heard conversations about this 
not happening, people are burnt out. How to avoid what happened last time. 
Community reluctance and RFS reluctance to be involved in community recovery. 
RFS have local contact through local brigades. Conversations about recovery and 
mental health issues are needed with the RFS there to talk about what it was like. 
The Community Support Skills training was all about how to have these 
conversations. Only way to be repairing wellbeing. 

Bree said it is really important those conversations are had, can’t underestimated 
how hard it is to have those conversations, many people fear the response. THE 
RUOK website has some really good resources there that give some people some 
guidance on what to do if people say they are not ok. 

Kim said it is really important to bring to life the ‘get ready’ document and foster 
conversations about individual plans, and get together to do a community fire plan. 
Bobin’s has been trying to do this, workshops not so much about outside agencies, 
but getting communities to develop their own plan, being reliant on themselves. 
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Paul said the ‘get ready brochure’ involved lots of work to get the document 
approved. Risks in that we will get criticisms even with doing these kind of products 
by people affected. Very hard not to be defensive. If communities are doing a 
bushfire plan the RFS needs to be involved. 

Daintry has found it is not easy to have RFS involved. 

Greg said the RFS hasn’t been anywhere near us for a debrief. On Facebook there 
is a lot about mental health support, but they need RFS fire control to engage with 
us.  As local RFS we have found it very hard to get Fire Control to come to local 
RFS. We need a discussion to know they feel the same as us. I went to community 
liaison training, I know the way you represent the RFS, it didn’t happen. They need 
to know we know that, with conversations about how we can make it better. Nine 
houses were lost in Killabkah, we feel really awful about this.  

Sharon has asked Fire Control to address this, to debrief some of her clients who 
are also with the RFS. Fire Control said they are addressing this.  

Greg said in terms of recovery, the RFS should be a major player in this, they need 
to be the ones having local conversations. 

Trypheyna thinks most people in her community are struggling just to keep going on 
a day to day basis and don't have time to try to talk about what lies beneath it. That 
is why I think our idea of having a community get together is a really important as 
the first step. Neighbours are able to speak to neighbours about what did happen 
and what might happen in the future. 

Daintry agrees that community level plans and connection are what is needed, the 
first and most important step in a community plan is communication amongst the 
community members. 

Al agrees that the RFS has been very defensive about reviewing last year.        

Daintry said these conversations are quite difficult, but don’t shy away from it. One 
of the best things was the conversations we had after the fires. Not just something 
in my locality or this committee. May make people feel a lot better if we can have 
some facilitated local connection. My opinion this is where we need to lead. 

Mayor West commended the spreadsheet, hope this sparks another conversation 
and asked Paul if there a way we can ask RFS to have some conversations.  

 
 
Next meeting 
 
Date 3 November 2020 Time 5pm 
    

Venue Zoom 
 
 
Record of actions 
 
Date of 
meeting 

Action Responsible 
officer 

Status 
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23 June 2020 

 Group members provide summary of themselves All Progressing 

25 August 2020 

 Group members to provide a list of actions/issues All Progressing 

 Invite LEMO to future meeting Paul Completed 
13/10/20 

15 September 2020 

 Invite LEOCOM to next meeting Paul Completed 
13/10/20 

 Add contact details for Reference Group 
members on Council’s website page 

Michelle Completed 
13/10/20 

 Details of Reference Group members be included 
in the next Bushfire newsletter 

Janine Progressing 

 Paul invite LEMO and LEOCON to next meeting Paul Completed 
13/10/20 

13 October 

 Next meeting to discuss the actions and issues 
as raised by the group 

Janine Progressing 

 Invite the RFS to the next meeting to discuss 
issues and concerns raised by the reference 
group in the meeting on October 13th  

Paul  

 Paul to report back on the progress of the hall 
upgrades program  

Paul Completed 
3/11/2020 

 


