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1. INTRODUCTION 

The Barnawartha-Indigo Valley Bushfire began on the edge of Barnawartha in December 2015, 
resulting from a tree touching power lines. The fire was aggressive, fast-moving and jumped the 
Hume Freeway a short time after ignition. Within a few hours the fire raced up the Indigo Valley 
towards the Beechworth-Wodonga Road and over towards Leneva. 

With many involved in the suppression efforts, the local people also stepped up to develop a 
community-led process for recovery, supported by the Indigo Shire Council, agencies and other 
organisations. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

In the wake of the devastation of the Barnawartha-Indigo Valley Bushfire, there have been many 
reflections and insights about what occurred and where to from here. 

This report has been prepared to consider the incident, the immediate impact and the long-term 
effects that may continue beyond writing this document. 

The aim is to respectfully recognise the losses that were experienced by this incident and to highlight 
the great work done by many people to aid in the community led recovery process. 

It is also an opportunity to share the observations, reflections and insights, as these may help the 
Indigo Shire Council, local government, agencies and Emergency Management Victoria to further 
their understanding of how community-led recovery worked for the affected communities, 
particularly in the Indigo Valley. This local example may also assist other communities and 
organisations to learn from this experience and improve their own processes and practice for future 
events. 

The Barnawartha-Indigo Valley is an outstanding example of what the community can do and how 
tapping into the knowledge and expertise of community-members is invaluable in leading their own 
recovery processes. 

In recent years, Australia – and rural Victoria, in particular – have been subjected to many natural 
disasters, with fire being one of the most prevalent of these.   

As climatic changes occur, it is predicted that these natural disasters will occur more often and it is 
important the community takes a role in preparing for this. 

This report does not aim to criticise any of the efforts or approaches used to manage the 
Barnawartha-Indigo Valley fire, but rather to identify what worked well, what may be improved and 
how this example can potentially support the further recovery of this and other communities in the 
future.  

It has been developed to describe the information provided by the people, to support improved 
decision-making processes based on shared experiences. It highlights key issues and opportunities 
and outcomes, together with information about how the community felt throughout the process.  

It also showcases how the community continues to move forward, as well as capturing the surprising 
and positive outcomes which came from the fires. 

There are a also a range of key considerations  provided for  communities and organisations 
including State Government, Local Government, agencies and non-government organisations to 
discuss and progress in the future. These span the areas of planning and preparation, funding, 
communications and health and wellbeing.  
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2. ABOUT  

DECEMBER 2015 BUSHFIRE EVENT 

The Barnawartha-Indigo Valley bushfire began on private land on the 20 December 2015 and 
continued to burn for seven days before being declared safe on 26 December 2015. 

 At approximately 12.40pm on Sunday 20 December 2015 the fire began on the Barnawartha 
side of the Hume Freeway and grew to approximately 7000 ha in size. 

 Indigo Shire Council was activated to provide relief and recovery by the Department of 
Health and Human Services on 20 December 2015. 

IMPACT 

Beginning on the edge of Barnawartha the bushfire impacted six rural properties, crossed the Hume 
Freeway and entered the Indigo Valley, affecting 105 rural properties and two rural properties in 
Leneva. 

 
Photo of burnt valley – Janey Powles 

ABOUT THE IMPACTED COMMUNITIES 

BARNAWARTHA is a small town on the edge of the Hume Freeway, 299km from Melbourne on the 
Indigo Creek. This places the community 25km from Wodonga. Barnawartha has a current 
population of 945 residents.  

The Aboriginal meaning of Barnawartha is “tall rushes or parting of the storms”. This refers to the 
weather patterns and storms that often part at Barnawartha. The severe weather (lightning and 
thunderstorms) head towards Mt Pilot and up the Indigo Valley whilst the rainband continues 
towards the Murray to the Albury-Wodonga area. Occasionally the weather moves back down the 
Indigo Valley to Barnawartha. 

The town is predominantly a small commuter centre for Albury-Wodonga and popular for hobby 
farming along the western edge. The surrounding north and north-west of the town have well 
established farming properties, with many owned and managed by local families. 
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Barnawartha has many strengths and has been exposed to a number of emergencies, including a 
bushfire in 1952 where four people lost their lives and 10 houses, a mill and a church were destroyed. 
Some of the community has never fully recovered from this event. 
 
INDIGO VALLEY stretches between the Hume Freeway at Barnawartha, to the Wodonga-Beechworth 
Road near Yackandandah. This valley is unusual for the area as it is the only valley that runs north-
west to south-east, the same direction as dangerous prevailing bushfire winds. Most winds come 
from the plains and funnel into the valley, creating varying local wind patterns. In Cookinburra Road, 
a north-westerly becomes a due-westerly and further up the Valley it can become a northerly wind. 
This can affect fire behaviour and make suppression efforts more difficult.  

The geology of the area is also unique. Mt Pilot and the rocky outcrops in the Indigo Valley have a 
high frequency of lightning strikes, with the potential to start fires during dry lightning events and 
thunderstorms. 

A documented history of the Indigo Valley is not readily available, aside from the local CFA which 
celebrated its centenary in 2016. With the Indigo Creek flowing through the valley, it is suggested 
that the name may have come from the Austral Indigo plant, traditionally native to the area.  

Once a place for the Aboriginal communities and since then a traditional farming community, the 
Indigo Valley now has 302 residents. This includes a mix of full-time farming properties and lifestyle 
farms, with the majority of lifestyle farms relying on their off-farm income.  

The people in the Indigo Valley have been exposed to many bushfires over the last decade. In 
January 2003, a bushfire crossed from Eldorado, through Mt Pilot and into the Indigo Valley and 
Leneva.  The community was under constant threat for a week, to include ember attack and very 
heavy smoke that left a lasting impact on the community. This community understands that fire can 
impact their properties and that they need to work together and continue to move forward.  
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INITIAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT 

 Four homes (three of primary residence in the Indigo Valley) 

 30 sheds / buildings / farming structures 

 Nine water tanks 

 46 cars / boats / caravans / plant equipment / motorbikes / trucks / trailers 

 210km of fences 

 Three cattle yards 

 Three bridges 

 Two vineyards 

 More than 800 livestock lost, 835 acres of crops and, 

 approximately 3000 bales of hay and silage  

QUANTIFYING THE IMPACT   

It is difficult to quantify the full impact of any emergency event. Although the affected area of the 
bushfire is classed as relatively small in size, it had a massive impact on the community of the Indigo 
Valley.  The bushfire impacted 105 properties, with a population of 302 residents. In effect, half of 
the Valley community was directly touched fire. 

Most of the people whose property was not impacted suffered the threat of fire and spent 
considerable time assisting in recovery. These people are referred to as fire-affected.  

The Rapid Impact Assessment following the fire identified four properties in Barnawartha and 99 
properties in the Indigo Valley. Fifteen months later whilst interviewing people for this report it was 
found that another two properties that were impacted in Barnawartha, one quite severely, but had 
not been previously reported. After this realisation, a check of the map overlay found there were 
105 properties impacted by the fire in the Indigo Valley and two properties in Leneva, located in the 
neighbouring Wodonga Shire. It is possible that the five properties in the Indigo Valley may not have 
been identified initially as they were not identified as a primary place of residence. 

 

Photo – Shane Hogarth 
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The impact assessment identified many losses but did not consider that a large proportion of the 
stock lost due to the fire were pregnant. For many, the surviving stock were also an issue due to the 
loss of fences, pasture and feed. This was supported by hay donations that were helpful, but the 
paddocks required fencing and time without stock to support rehabilitation and/or recovery 
processes.  

Stock had to be sold, even if not fully grown and ready for sale, resulting in further losses. Agisting 
stock was a great option for some, but this meant extra travel, which was complex and fatiguing 
whilst dealing with insurance processes, recovery jobs and removing and replacing burnt fences on 
their property. 

Consideration for residents who had also previously been fire affected e.g. in the 2003 bushfire, also 
compounded the stress and emotional affects seen within the Indigo Valley community. 
 

  3. RELIEF 

RELIEF CENTRE/S 

WODONGA  

An initial request was made by CFA to open a Relief Centre at Felltimber Community Centre. This 
was promoted on ABC Radio. However, after discussion with Victorian Police it was resolved to open 
an Emergency Evacuation Centre at “The Cube” in Wodonga.  This centre was activated and opened 
at 2:30pm on 20 December 2015. Whilst active, this centre serviced the needs of 170 people. 

At 8:40pm Paul King (CFA Operations Manager) informed the public that all roads back to 
Yackandandah and other areas, with the exception of roads in the Indigo Valley, had been declared 
safe so people could return to their homes. The Emergency Evacuation Centre was deactivated at 
9pm on 20 December 2015. 
 
BEECHWORTH  
Information from the incident controller was to not open a relief centre in Beechworth. However, for 
a six-hour period, ABC radio continued to announce that the Beechworth Relief Centre was open. 
The Incident Controller was unsuccessful in ceasing these communications during this period. The 
Indigo Shire Council responded by opening an informal relief centre in Beechworth, with all 
enquiries taken at the Beechworth Visitor Information Centre. This continued for several hours until 
the Indigo Shire Council Chief Executive Officer called in to ABC Radio and was put live on air, where 
he had the opportunity to correct the message.   
 

Outcome: The incorrect information promoted through ABC Radio caused confusion among 
residents and the inability to correct the misinformation through Incident Control channels meant 
an informal relief centre was opened against the wishes of the Incident Controller.  

 
 

NEIGHBOURHOOD SAFER PLACES 

No formal Neighbourhood Safer Places were opened within the Indigo Shire Council during the 
event; however, a self-activated local resident opened the Barnawartha Neighbourhood Safer Place 
(NSP) when residents began arriving after implementing their plan to move to a safer place. 

People naturally migrated toward Wodonga as part of their plan and followed the advice given by 
the media to lead them to the Emergency Evacuation Centre, particularly if they had nowhere else to 
go. Many residents from Barnawartha went to the Logic Centre BP service station, where toilets, 
food outlets and a playground for the children were available until it was safe to return home. 
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4. RECOVERY 

RECOVERY CENTRES  

The Indigo Shire Council initially set up two recovery centres in Wooragee and the Indigo Valley. The 
Wooragee Hall was opened as a Recovery/Information Centre on 22 December 2015.  
 
The Middle Indigo Primary School initially became a community gathering space.  Due to there 
being no other community facilities apart from the CFA Shed, the central location of the school 
made it the logical place for the Council to run its main Recovery Centre and initial events. 
 

INITIAL ACTIONS  

 
The initial response from both agencies and the community was swift. The Department of Health 
and Human Services, Indigo Shire Council and supporting agencies were committed to providing 
timely financial and emotional support and information whilst communities were doing everything 
they could to support their neighbours and community. Both the roles of agencies and the 
community were equally important to ensure that the community got what it needed in a time of 
grief, urgent need and confusion. 

ACTIONS FROM AGENCIES 

The Indigo Shire Council, along with the support of agencies, facilitated number of activities for the 
affected communities, offering relief and recovery support over the first few days after the bushfire: 
 
INFORMATION SESSION  
An information session was held at 2pm on Monday 21 December 2015 by the Incident Controller. 
This was intended to provide information to the community on the progress of fire suppression, 
discussion of road closures, electricity and water supply. 
 

 
Photo – Frank Connell 
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Outcome: Some people were unaware of the first meeting due to communications being down or 
focussing on continuing fire suppression work on their property. Feedback from those who 
attended was that they felt overwhelmed by the information. People were at different stages. For 
many, it did not meet their needs and they came away still unsure where to begin. 

 
“I only found out moments before it began. I felt there was a lot of information too soon 
after the fire. It was not relevant to where we were at. Briony didn’t want to know all other 
rubbish, she just wanted to know if she could get home. They were abrupt with her and had 
no empathy for her situation. She was really upset. The talk about grants also seemed a bit 
hit and miss on who could get it and it didn’t seem fair for some of the people affected.” – Ian 
Burgess 

 
“People were still in shock and wanted to find out what happened to process it all. The 
people talking to us were just a blur. I just remember lots of talking at us.” – Evelyn Marshall 

 
“Until we went to the meeting we were okay; we were grateful that we still had our house. 
The information was maybe a bit too soon as we were still overwhelmed. I remember saying 
to Colin after the meeting ‘they’re treating us like victims’. They offered plenty of help which 
was good – although at that point we didn’t know what we needed.”  – Sandra Pooley 

 
EMOTIONAL FIRST AID AND PERSONAL SUPPORT  
Support was provided on 21, 22 and 23 December 2015 by the Victorian Council of Churches (VCC) 
at both the Middle Indigo Primary School and Wooragee Hall. In total, 45 significant contacts were 
made which were followed up by three direct visits on 24 December 2015. 
 

Outcome: Both the community and Council commented that VCC had done an excellent job. They 
were very compassionate and were able to offer personal support to those who requested such 
support. 

 
 “They were very good, easy to talk to and left me with some helpful literature.” – Sharlene 
Jones 

 
COMMUNICATION  
Indigo Shire Council communicated valuable information with the affected communities in order to 
support their initial recovery process. In the immediate aftermath, newsletters were sent out by the 
Indigo Shire Council with relevant information on 22, 23 and 24 December 2015. These Community 
Recovery Newsletters continued for the next 12 months. Information was provided about fences and 
fire control lines, replacement water, waterways, transfer stations for burnt material, dead stock 
removal, updates from DELWP, fodder, financial assistance, BlazeAid and contact details for further 
assistance. 
 

Finding: The community may have been better supported if the public and Municipal Recovery 
Manager was able to use a resource website or other online system that linked to the Council 
website.  

 
FENCE LINE ASSESSMENTS  
Indigo Shire Council Senior Customer Service Officer Robert Dickie attended the Recovery Centre 
and Middle Indigo Primary School daily to help with fence line assessments using the Council’s GIS 
system. This saved property owners hours of walking fence lines to get figures for insurance 
companies and was warmly received.   
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Outcome: The use of the Council technology to provide fencing measurements was of great 
assistance to property owners and should be included in future response plans.  

  

“Robert went over and beyond to help us”. 

ACTIONS FROM COMMUNITY 

The members of the community understood the needs and moved into action. Those who were not 
sure what to do, instinctively presented at the local primary school or CFA ready to take on any job 
that required doing to support the effort. 
 
MIDDLE INDIGO PRIMARY SCHOOL  
Families began arriving at the school on 21 December, feeling that it was a safer place to gather even 
though it was closed for the school holidays. 

The community used the school as a natural congregation point with the help of the Principal and 
key staff.  The Principal immediately began supporting families along with her own family, minding 
children and cooking meals so that the parents could “do what they needed to do”.  

Non fire-impacted parents from the community began arriving to help and donations began arriving 
at the school. Some former students of the school also came to help with baby-sitting and other 
activities, which gave them an opportunity to do something for those they cared for in a safe and 
constructive way.  

 

Photo – Frank Connell 

“Staff members/teachers came in and began blowing leaves off the roof and tidying up with 
shovels; other school families came to offer support and began to help those affected. Even 
the bus driver’s sister arrived with things from Foodshare. It was amazing to watch - by 
Monday lunchtime we had a full supply of food, water, toiletries, clothing and Christmas 
presents. One family arrived with a trailer full of bikes to donate.” – Julie McLean 
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This support was invaluable, allowing the children to gather and play in a safe and familiar space. It 
provided the opportunity to keep the children sheltered from the full extent of the fire impact, while 
allowing parents time to deal with issues on their property without having to worry about the 
children. It also allowed community members who helped at the school to feel valuable at this time, 
particularly by supporting their fellow community members.  

Outcome: The school played an important part in the initial recovery and mental health of all 
concerned. It is important to note that bureaucratic processes of approval may have blocked this 
use of the school if a formal request had been submitted to State Government. 

 

“They even fed the kids as we had lost our food. It was a place that was stress-free, familiar 
and local. It gave me time to gather my thoughts while I was there dropping the boys off”– 
Briony Boulton 

BARNAWARTHA, INDIGO VALLEY AND LENEVA CFA SHEDS  

Both fire-impacted and fire-affected community members began arriving at the CFA sheds. At this 
point the community members became spontaneous volunteers and assisted in many ways, under 
the supervision of the CFA. The spontaneous volunteers handed out food and water, made cups of 
tea, helped to re-fill tankers and replenished stocks of refreshments in eskys on the trucks. The 
community working together meant that firefighters were able to take a break. An injured wallaby 
was dropped off at the fire shed and looked after by a couple of local teenagers until the wildlife 
services could come and pick it up.  

Outcome: The community valued the ability to team up with the brigade and combine strengths 
to work through a difficult time together.  

 

The Indigo Valley CFA are currently working in conjunction with CFA on a pilot for flexible and 
spontaneous volunteers. Creating position descriptions (PDs) for non-fire-fighting roles within their 
brigade aims to engage more people to be appropriately skilled for activation during an emergency 
in support roles. Having experienced the recent fires in the Indigo Valley, the brigade now has many 
ideas on how to get on the front foot by establishing roles for spontaneous volunteers to ensure 
there is a process in place to manage those community members who inevitably arrive to lend 
much-needed support.  These roles will free up fire-fighters and allow spontaneous and flexible 
volunteers to make a valuable contribution in a safe and structured way. 

 “It was great to see the teenagers stepping up. They helped out where ever they could 
within the CFA Shed and even got to help an injured wallaby that was brought in until wildlife 
carers arrived” – Karen van Huizen 

  
MOVING STOCK  
Community members used their trucks to help get stock to safety for their neighbours, when the fire 
began heading along the Indigo Valley. 
 

Feedback – Understanding and mapping capacity within the community will increase 
communication and safety while supporting the good work done by individuals during an 
emergency. 

 
PRIVATE FIRE-FIGHTING UNITS  
A number of people with private slip-on fire-fighting units joined with the CFA or supported their 
neighbours throughout the week with blacking out, securing stock and extinguishing any fire flare-
ups. 
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Outcome: The private units (known as the mosquito fleet in the Valley) played a valuable role in 
the halt of the bushfires in both 2003 and 2015 within the Indigo Valley.  
 
The Indigo Valley CFA is discussing ways of supporting those with private units to be safer out on 
the ground and better ways of utilising and coordinating the capacity of this fleet during an event. 

 
 

 
Photo - Polymaster 

 
LOOKING AFTER NEIGHBOURS  
Residents in Barnawartha, Indigo Valley and Leneva helped their neighbours in many ways during 
and after the fires. Groups formed to help with clean-up and fencing, others offered agistment and 
hay or whatever was needed to help with recovery efforts. 
Post fire conversations and debriefings allowed individuals to reflect on their actions, to 
acknowledge what worked and determine improvements for the future. 

In one example identified at the debrief, it came to light that a resident who lost his home in the fire 
was evacuated by neighbours and later relocated to a family member’s home in Wangaratta.  

Authorities were not notified that the man had been evacuated and police began a search for him. 
This emphasised the necessity for effective communication.   
 

Outcome: A phone tree system was developed in the Indigo Valley and the message sent to 
community members will be “when leaving, let someone know when you go”. 

 
FODDER  
Lachlan Campbell from the North Eastern Catchment Management Authority (NECMA) instigated 
the supply of fodder on 21 December 2015. 
 

“Coming from a farm I understand how important stock and their welfare are to farmers. 
They need feed as agistment is not easy to arrange quickly.” – Lachlan Campbell. 
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Remembering the Mudgegonga fires, Lachlan saw how successful hay donations were. He stated  
 
“It was important to show that someone cared and I knew other farmers were willing to 
help.” 

 
A distribution place was required where residents could clearly see the hay donations and someone 
needed to be available to log and distribute the hay.  

Shaun Jones offered to perform this role as a community member with local knowledge and 
credibility. Shaun had January off work, which enabled him to distribute hay with the support of his 
father Daryl and brother-in-law Clinton. The Griffiths offered their property, on the Indigo Creek 
Road, and support for distribution. Their front paddock was not burnt, visible, easy to locate and had 
good access. 

Lachlan worked with the Victorian Farmers Federation (VFF) and put the call out through media.  
Donations came in quickly, resulting in 370 round bales donated in the first round. The Pakenham 
Lions Club was one of the first to answer the call with hay arriving on trucks, utes and trailers. Hay 
was distributed amongst the fire-impacted properties, with a priority to those who run livestock as a 
main income source. Hay donations and distribution continued until April 2016. 

The community was able to show gratitude to the Pakenham Lions Club – Need for Feed – by putting 
on a dinner at the Indigo Valley CFA Shed when they arrived with hay and helped set up camp 
alongside the creek for the night so they could rest before heading home. Hay donations from the 
Indigo Valley and surrounds have been made since the fires to show gratitude and help other 
communities in need. 
 

Outcome:  Assistance from NECMA on how to run fodder donations helped to ensure distribution 
was fair amongst the fire-impacted properties. Shaun logged everyone who received hay and 
donated hay as part of the process. 

 

 
Photo – Frank Connell 
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“All the people we had to deal with were really good both picking up or dropping hay off. A 
couple of extra hands would have been handy but you would need to make sure they have 
good communication so that everything was recorded properly.” – Shaun Jones.  

 
COMMUNITY GATHERING  
Fire-impacted resident Helen McGowan rang the ICC after the Information Session on 21 December 
to ask when the community could hold a meeting. She was told “you already had one”.  Helen’s 
response was “No, not your meeting, when is the community going to get a chance to be together 
without being told what to do by agencies, to figure out where we are at?” A community meeting 
was held on 23 December 2015. Promotion was done via Facebook, phone and word of mouth.  
 

“I just wanted us to be able to be together to find out what happened, how everyone was, 
what their experience was and what needed to happen to ensure everyone’s needs were 
being met – not to be managed. We needed to find our own way – to fall forward together.” 
- Helen McGowan 

 
The aim was to turn community frustration into community action 

 
Helen McGowan, Diane Shepheard and Craig Cross created a loose running sheet. The aim was to 
get a list together of fire-impacted properties, their locations, the people to focus on and what their 
priorities were so they could work out where to start. They wanted to ask questions about what 
each individual and the community “needed” as they knew everyone had different levels of impact 
and need. 

Craig had prepared a spreadsheet for people so that they could track who they had spoken to, what 
they had spoken about, who they needed to speak to next and who was responsible for getting back 
to them with the information they needed.  
 

 
Photo – Frank Connell 



 

17 | P a g e  
 

They discussed immediate issues such as water, support, insurance, grants, fencing and current fire 
conditions. They then ran a workshop style discussion to assess what the community was feeling, 
what issues and concerns they had, what information needs to be shared and what assistance they 
felt was needed. 
 

Outcome: Some community members who had not attended the previous information session 
were confused at the community meeting. It wasn’t what they expected and they didn’t get the 
practical information they came for. There was anger, confusion, numbness and some people 
were still feeling like life was a blur.  

 
“They wanted to know where they had to start looking. Shire were good, but communication 
was not great at that point – people didn’t know where to start. We were all desperate for 
information. We needed tools to help people manage where we were at.” – Craig Cross 

 
“I don’t remember much about that meeting but it was more about how everyone felt and 
was aimed at helping everyone get on some kind of track.” – Ian Burgess 

Indigo Shire Council, DHHS and other agencies attended as support, to provide information and 
answer any questions the community may have had. There was a subtle tension between the 
agencies as to the best way to immediately support the community. Some agencies expressed a view 
that the Council needed to step up the traditional Council-led response in the early stages of 
recovery, whilst Council supported the desire of Indigo Valley community leaders to take the lead on 
the recovery process immediately.  Indigo Shire Council was highly active and supportive in the 
immediate aftermath and the following months and years. 
 

Finding: The community-led approach to recovery is not well understood and practiced by all 
agencies and Councils operating in the emergency recovery space. This may lead to tension and 
potential barriers to the recovery processes. 

 

BLAZEAID   

Indigo Shire Councillor and Barnawartha resident Emmerick Teissl made a call to BlazeAid to ask for 
support with clearing and re-building fences. Indigo Council made a financial contribution for set up 
costs. Barnawartha Development Association offered the Barnawartha Recreation Reserve for the 
three-month period. The building had been cleaned after being used as the CFA staging area during 
the bushfire event, and was ready to use. 

President of Yackandandah Lions Club Paul Shortis called BlazeAid to offer to coordinate food after 
seeing the flyer at the Shire office saying that BlazeAid was coming to Barnawartha.  

“I saw how well it worked when Wangaratta Lions supported BlazeAid after the Thoona fires. 
I knew our community could do the same. BlazeAid would call each day to let us know how 
many they had for dinner. I would let them know which club was catering and what the 
menu was, then I would call the club rostered on and let them know the numbers they need 
to cook for that night.” – Paul Shortis. 

Community members met with BlazeAid coordinators to discuss the logistics of sharing and 
managing the facilities. They also discussed how they could support BlazeAid to assist with the fire 
recovery effort including some community members driving to Melbourne to pick-up the trailers for 
BlazeAid so they could begin work. 

BlazeAid and its volunteers were highly regarded within the community for the work that they did 
with fencing and emotional support. It was unfortunate that due to insurance claim issues and some 
landholders not being ready, they missed the opportunity to have support with their fencing by the 
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time BlazeAid had to move on. Fortunately, the Landmate program run by Beechworth Correctional 
Centre was able to support some of those landholders with their fencing needs after BlazeAid 
finished. 
 

Outcome: The BlazeAid effort was pivotal in farms being able to contain stock. The welcoming 
community, extensive community volunteering with cleaning the venue, preparing, cooking or 
donating food and supporting fencing efforts on fire-affected properties all added to the success. 

 

 

Photo – Frank Connell 

“I can’t praise Indigo Shire and the community enough for what they did for us and our 
volunteers with both effort and support. We were fully accepted by the community. They 
were happy to be inconvenienced and worked around us. This is not always the case when 
we help communities.” Greg Duncan – BlazeAid  

 
“BlazeAid were competent and professional” – Helen McGowan 

 
“BlazeAid were most helpful, not overwhelming – they had the attitude of ‘what do you 
need?’ not this is what you should be doing.  We were in information overload at first, maybe 
they came at the right time. They were experienced, gave heaps of information, asked the 
right questions and guided us so we could make the right decisions. They helped us sort out 
our needs,” – Sandra Pooley 

 

COMMUNITY CONTINUED SUPPORT  
A group of residents who volunteered for BlazeAid formed a small working party to continue to 
support those impacted by the bushfire after BlazeAid left. They helped with clean-up, dismantling 
damaged sheds, cutting up fallen trees, removing old fencing and taking it to the skip. The Indigo 
Shire Council continued to promote the support in the Community Recovery Newsletter so those 
affected knew that there was help if they needed it. 
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Outcome: Some farms had extensive damage that required hay sheds and large amounts of 
fencing to be dismantled and taken away which required a lot of time and man-power. Having 
community members pitch in, to help with the clean-up, enabled those impacted by the fire to 
have constant reminders of the fire removed, allowing them to transition to the rebuilding phase 
of their recovery. 

 
“It was great how they were there to pick-up after BlazeAid. They were very helpful and 
didn’t put any conditions on what they would do. They took a fence out that was really 
difficult, which I couldn’t have done on my own. I’m extremely grateful for what they did.” – 
Gregory Dale 
 

STAKEHOLDERS 

ROLES OF STAKEHOLDERS 

 
Relief and recovery are responsibilities that require a collaboration and coordination shared 

between individuals and communities, non-government organisations, businesses, all levels of 
government and other partners. – Part 4: Emergency Management Manual Victoria 

 

AGENCIES  

Building trust between the community members and agencies was important. It allowed them to 
work together to build understanding from both sides, which enabled actions to be taken to support 
the community in the future. With mutual agreement, agencies “stepped back” from meetings in 
October 2016 to allow the community members to continue recovery works.  The agencies remained 
in the background available for support and advice. 
 

Outcome: This worked well for the Indigo Valley community.  The decision came at a time when 
the community felt that the agencies did not need to be at every meeting but were able to attend 
a meeting if there was an issue that they could provide advice for. 

 
Photo – Donna Cross 
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“I couldn’t believe they were still there after all those months – I questioned, ‘was it their job 
or was it that they really cared about us?’” – Diane Shepheard 

“The Committee worked well and was an appropriate level of Shire, agency managing. The 
community drove it well and I liked the direction it took.” – Ben Merritt, DELWP 

“Having the same representatives each time was great – no matter when the meeting was 
held they were there. It was really appreciated.” – Julie McLean, community committee 
representative. 
 

INDIGO SHIRE COUNCIL 

The Indigo Shire Council received funding through the Department of Health and Human Services to 
employ a Community Recovery Coordinator for a period of six months. This role was pivotal in 
developing a local understanding and appropriate level of support to guide the community through 
the recovery process. The role began in March 2016 and further funding was requested by 
Emergency Management Victoria to continue the role and work with the community as the recovery 
processes continued to evolve. Further funding from the Victorian Government supported the 
extension of this role, so that the transition to a community-led process could become a reality. 

Building trust and good levels of communication with the community was of high importance for the 
Community Recovery Coordinator. Some residents had negative experiences with Council in the 
past; this required time to build relationships based on trust and respect.  
 

“We were cynical of the Shire from past issues so it took a while to build the trust.” – Sandra 
Pooley  

 
“People were surprised to hear that Shire and agencies were coming together so regularly, 
they wouldn’t have believed the level of conversation that were in the meetings.” – Julie 
McLean 

LOCAL BUSINESS 

Lucas Mills in Wooragee made a portable timber mill available for use of bushfire-affected residents 
to support recovery works. This enabled residents to make use of any fallen trees impacted by the 
fire. 

Bendigo Bank worked with the Community Recovery Committee to find the best way to fund 
recovery efforts. It was decided that the best use of the money was to purchase a post hole digger 
for BlazeAid to help the community recover and to continue to support other communities after this 
event and into the future. 

WORKING WITH GOVERNMENT AND AGENCIES 

On 4 January 2016 the first formal working group meeting was held with representatives from Indigo 
Shire Council, the Department of Health and Human Service (DHHS), agencies and the community. 
The aim was to discuss issues, find solutions and put actions into place for recovery process that 
addressed the community’s needs. 

Indigo Shire Council’s Municipal Recovery Manager convened the first Community Recovery 
Committee meeting in the days after the fire. The community representation was made up of those 
community leaders who organised the first community-led meeting on 23 December and others who 
were invited by community representatives. Members from the community chaired the first two 
meetings. Indigo Shire Council Mayor James Trenery was voted in to chair the subsequent meetings.  
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The Community Recovery Committee had agency support over the next few meetings that were held 
fortnightly before moving to monthly meetings at the end of 2016. Having representation from 
different agencies meant that the committee had access to a wide range of information and 
knowledge “at the table” resulting in the ability for informed decisions to be made and put into 
action quickly. 

Feedback from the community representatives on the Recovery Committee was that when the 
terms of reference were created, tension began to rise with some community members. They felt 
like the Shire and agencies had taken the lead, which was not meeting their needs. They felt like 
Council did not understand their needs or urgency in certain areas while the bureaucracy was busy 
ticking boxes and following rules.  
 

“We wanted permission for the community to steer and prioritise what we need so no-one 
got neglected.” Sue Schultz 

 
“I know the Shire has to follow rules but we needed permission to have a go without 
following their rules – to work it out ourselves, having support and not be forced into a 
process.  I felt like they didn’t get it but eventually they got it and we got operational support 
in March.” – Helen McGowan 

 

 

Photo – Diane Shepheard 

The community members were committed to good working relationships. Over the first few months, 
trust was built between community members, the Council, Community Recovery Coordinator and 
agencies on the committee. They were particular about who they felt they could work with and 
trust. They vetted people and were confident in advising who and what were not wanted or needed. 

The community requested a debrief for those impacted and affected by the fire. With investigations 
into the fire underway at this time, Victoria Police suggested that an independent, suitably skilled 
and experienced person was needed to support the process at the local level. A request to Tony 
Murphy - Deputy Emergency Management Commissioner recommended Steve Cameron from 
Emergency Management Victoria (EMV) to meet with Council, agencies and community 
representatives.  
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An invitation was extended for Steve to attend the Indigo Valley CFA debrief and the Community 
Recovery Committee meeting at the beginning of June. During this meeting Steve discussed the 
Community Based Emergency Management (CBEM) approach and community-led processes with 
the committee, before asking community members what they would like to see for their recovery. 
The community members worked through the process to describe their needs and wants. Just as 
important was the freedom to clearly describe what they did not need or want. This information was 
captured and used to support the community - led recovery process from here on (also see 
Community Debrief section).  

 

Outcome: This was a pivotal turning point for community members and the committee where the 
community felt empowered to take the lead, by deciding to design and use a community-led 
approach to support the debrief and their recovery. 

 
“Steve was so beautiful and respectful, he seemed to give us the permission to take the lead 
in our own recovery” – Helen McGowan 

 
The Community were empowered to design their next steps in the recovery process, together with 
the appropriate level of support from EMV, the Community Recovery Coordinator and a range of 
agencies and organisations. This included a facilitated community-based debrief process and 
community gathering. Community members, including volunteers and staff from supporting 
organisations, were invited to attend and participate, at a time and location chosen by the 
community.  

Handing power to the community with appropriate support provided the community with the 
opportunity to design, participate and provide feedback about the process and the event. With a 
great effort by all involved, the people from the community and organisations supported each other 
to discuss their experiences and work through the difficult issues. This included asking and 
answering some of the most difficult questions, to support a respectful and ongoing conversation, 
together with actions that could continue to drive the community-led recovery process into the 
future. 
 

RECOVERY ENVIRONMENTS 

Recovery is a developmental process that could continue for months, if not years. 
Victorian Council of Social Service 

SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT 

The social environment considers the impact an event may have on the health and wellbeing of 

individuals, families and communities. This environment is primarily concerned with safety, security 

and shelter, health and psychological wellbeing. – Part 4: Emergency Management Manual Victoria. 

HOUSING AND ACCOMMODATION 

SUPPORTING THOSE WHO LOST HOMES   Initial support was provided to ensure that those who lost 
their home in the bushfire had accommodation. Indigo Shire Council extended that support by 
offering building, septics and planning advice. These departments also offered to waive all fees, 
except State Government statutory fees, to minimise the financial burden in the rebuild process. The 
Municipal Recovery Manager liaised with affected individuals and connected them to appropriate 
services. 
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Outcome: The community was still concerned that their neighbours were not getting the support 
that they needed. They were concerned about them being disconnected, having to live outside 
the community for the interim two years or more until their claims are paid and homes rebuilt. 

 
“We needed people on the ground to help those who lost their house until they can transition to a 
place where they are ready to make decisions for themselves and stand on their own. We needed 
more help on the ground for them – not being given pamphlets on mental health.” – Sue Schultz 
 
CLEAN-UP   The timing of the Barnawartha-Indigo Valley fire was very close to the Christmas Day 
bushfires on the Great Ocean Road. As a result of the massive clean-up required, the State 
Government engaged building company Grocon to complete property assessments and to assess 
clean-up requirements within the affected communities in mid-February 2016. Residents were asked 
to register for assessment and Grocon would be contracted to provide the clean-up for the homes 
lost in the fire. 

Initially the information provided to the community was that Grocon would help with clean-up if 
they registered for assistance. When only three houses in the Valley received clean-up assistance 
from Grocon, there was a feeling amongst the community that they had been misled and should not 
have been promised what was not going to be delivered. This led to some people not looking for 
other possible avenues available while they were waiting for assessment by Grocon, in particular 
one elderly couple in the Valley who were left without support to remove damaged hay sheds. 
 

Outcome: Confusion was created around the State Government’s offer of clean-up assistance in 
the impacted Barnawartha – Indigo Valley area. The communications failure ultimately delayed 
the clean-up efforts.  

 

REMOVAL OF RUBBISH   Indigo Shire Council arranged for two skips to be placed at the reserve at 
the corner of Chiltern-Yackandandah Rd and Indigo Creek Road. Simms Metal donated the use of the 
bins for burnt fencing and metal and Council helped to fill and compact the bins ready for each pick-
up.  The Council continued to promote free hard waste disposal at its transfer stations. The last skip 
was removed at the end June 2016.  
 

Outcome: The skips were not emptied often enough, with rolled wire overflowing and taking up 
the reserve. Some people found it too difficult to get their burnt wire off their property to the skip 
before the end of June 2016, and as a resulting in rolls of burnt metal and wire left lying around 
some properties.  

 

FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE 

LEGAL AND INSURANCE   A legal and insurance information session was run by the Council on 28 
April 2016 to support and provide advice to those who were struggling to understand their policies 
or get positive outcomes from their insurance companies. Nearly 30 people attended the session 
with a few cases referred to the Insurance Council of Australia to escalate their insurance claim 
issues. 

The evening began with a panel presentation and discussion with Gateway Health financial services, 
Legal Aid and Hume Riverina Community Legal Service. The room moved to tables for group 
discussions with time allowed at the end for those who required independent conversations. 
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People were experiencing different levels of trouble with insurance claims such as: 

 Delays around claims and lack of responsiveness from insurance companies 

 Determinations taking a long time 

 Having to “tell their story” multiple times, reaching a different person every time 

 Call centres overseas with staff who were not empathetic and could not understand the 
local context, such as why they didn’t have water 

 Understanding policies – language and ambiguity 

 Levels of cover – in some cases not enough cover and not understanding why 

 Policies not covering things such as demolition, clean-up and fencing 

 Fencing issues relating to boundaries with Parks Victoria. 
 
There was initial reluctance for people to mention the name of their insurer as there was fear that it 
may jeopardise their outcome. Some came to understand the process they needed to follow to get 
an outcome and found listening to others’ experiences (some having different experiences with the 
same company) was therapeutic as they weren’t alone. 

Some people had suffered devastating losses and were looking for someone who could understand 
their situation and advocate for them. They mentioned that they were tired and sick of getting the 
“run around”. Indigo Shire Council was helpful at trying to advocate, directing them to the Insurance 
Council of Australia. It would have been helpful to have someone trained in the area to advocate for 
these people to get their claims through quickly and easily. 

Outcome: Whilst the information session and referrals to the Insurance Council of Australia were 
helpful, residents required specialised advice that the Council did not have the capacity to 
provide. A skilled team of specialists able to give one-on-one advice and guidance regarding their 
specific insurance claims and issues would have minimised stress and delays in obtaining positive 
outcomes with claims. 

 
 

 

Photo – Shane Hogarth 
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“People went seeking help (as they were in a disempowered state), not information and 
education (which is helpful when you are in a proactive state), there’s a subtle difference. 
They needed someone there without emotional connection that can say ‘we have got this 
and we can help you get it sorted’.” – Helen McGowan 

“It was a good session to attend to gather information on where to go next and hear other 
people’s stories including which companies had responded well. I wanted to meet people 
that work with it on a day-to-day basis to move our claim forward. I was having trouble 
talking to lawyers, it was all open to interpretation, not covered by consumer law and they 
couldn’t tell me what it meant. Legal Aid was helpful and eventually I got onto the right 
person to help us. It was a long process.” – Shane Hogarth 
 

PSYCOLOGICAL SUPPORT 

Mental health was a primary concern. It was important to ensure that opportunities to support the 
mental wellbeing of all community members was provided in a timely manner. Gateway Health 
undertook outreach work, counselling and parent support for the affected communities.  Indigo 
Shire Council, in conjunction with Gateway Health, arranged a number of events to support the 
recovery process. 
 
CONTINUED OUTREACH   Victorian Council of Churches (VCC) commenced follow-up outreach on 18 
February 2016 with 12 direct referrals and two recommended for return visits. In early June 2016 
Gateway Health and VCC conducted a combined outreach doorknock to connect with residents six 
months after the fire. The visit allowed for the promotion of the Community Debrief and the 
distribution of a drought booklet produced by Agriculture Victoria. In total, 70 properties were 
visited with 35 contacts made. Information packs were distributed by VCC to all residences on all 
visits.  
 
PARENTING AFTER BUSHFIRES   Indigo Shire Council, DHHS and Middle Indigo Primary School held an 
event on 17 March with Lorraine Catlowe on parenting after bushfires. 

There was low attendance at this event, however, the parents engaged in productive conversations, 
which had a great benefit. They felt safe enough to share more than just the bushfires.  There was a 
good mix of those impacted, evacuated or under threat who found it good to know symptoms/signs 
to look out for regarding mental health.  
 

“The event ticked all the boxes. It was presented well, the information was concise and put 
together in a simple, practical way. It allowed plenty of opportunities for people to take it 
where they needed.” – Julie McLean 

 
DAVID YOUNGER EVENING   An event was held on 22 March, beginning with a barbecue and 
followed by psychologist David Younger discussing how the community can support each other. VCC 
promoted the evening on its outreach visits, which resulted in a good turn-out from all generations. 
This was a valuable event for community members to connect, and a movie to entertain children 
gave parents time to relax and interact with others. 

A wide range of generations attended. The older generation seemed to enjoy eating, talking, 
checking up on each other and discussing how things went on the day of the fires. Some left before 
the presentation but the quality of conversation and renewal of friendships was equally important. 

David treated the mealtime with equal importance, ensuring he personally introduced himself and 
had a conversation with many people, so that they would be more comfortable to ask questions 
when they arose.  
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FAMILY VIOLENCE   Studies show an increase in family violence after a disaster. The Recovery 
Committee decided to place information into the Bushfire Recovery Newsletter each month to raise 
awareness and provide details on where and how to seek help. Women’s Health Goulburn North 
East provided postcards for VCC to distribute on three separate occasions. The community shared 
information with police or relevant agencies, where necessary, and supported residents to obtain 
help if they were experiencing increased anger and stress as a result of the fire.  
 

Outcome: Community members found the events and information provided for psychological 
support helpful. However, when some residents began to show signs or were diagnosed with 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and/or began having marital issues, twelve to eighteen 
months after the fire. Funding was not available to have specialists back to support individuals 
and the community through these issues when they were needed.  

ECONOMIC ENVIRONMENT 

The economic environment considers the direct and indirect impacts that an event may have on 

business, primary producers and the broader community. – Part 4: Emergency Management Manual 

Victoria.  

Businesses with losses in the affected area were primarily farmers or hobby farmers. Free 
information and advice was offered businesses through Ag Biz and a number of activities were 
arranged to assist farmers to repair and restore damaged fences and pasture. 

FENCING 

BLAZE AID   The initial response for fencing recovery began by 4 January 2016 when BlazeAid set up 
and registered 30 properties for fencing support.  

In March 2016, after 75 days, BlazeAid completed its program in the Barnawartha-Indigo Valley area 
to move on to other recovery projects. During its time in the area, it registered 218 volunteers who 
visited 52 farms, cleared 80km of fence line and erected 78km of new fences.  

 
LANDMATE PROGRAM   The Landmate Program is a partnership jointly funded by DELWP and the 
Department of Justice. Small groups of supervised prisoners undertake environmental works on 
private and public land in Beechworth and surrounding district. The Landmate Program took over 
the support role for fencing clearing needs after BlazeAid had moved on. Between April and 
December 2016, the program pulled down 21.2km of fences and erected 27.8km of new fencing 
over 12 properties.  

The program was professional and the quality of its work was excellent. The Landmate Program was 
suspended in December 2016 due to a lack of available staff. The program resumed for a short time 
in February 2017 to complete a few properties left on the list. The program is due to recommence 
early in March 2018 to support properties who still have fencing needs after the fire. 
 

Outcome: The Landmate Program provided outstanding support, filling the gap after BlazeAid 
moved on. The recommencement and continuation of the program has allowed impacted 
residents the opportunity to have support at a later date when ready to take advantage of the 
program. 

 
“They did a really great job and they were all very pleasant.” – Evelyn Marshall 
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Photo – Ian Burgess 

AGRICULTURE 

AGRICULTURE VICTORIA ran a series of Information sessions to support landholders with a range of 
areas resulting from the bushfires. Up-to-date and relevant information was added to recovery 
newsletters along with contact details for further information. 
 
Sessions held were:  

- An informal afternoon tea 
- Introduction to farm planning held on 22 February – attended by eight people 
- Pastures after a fire workshop held on 28 February – attended by 20 people 
- Feed budget workshop 7 March – cancelled due to lack of numbers 

 
A drought booklet was distributed to households during the Gateway Health and VCC doorknock. 
 

Outcome: The sessions were helpful, with interest in the pastures after fire workshop. Most long 
term farmers found the information sessions offered were back to basics. They were more 
interested in getting on with the job, hence numbers dropped off resulting in the cancellation of 
the feed budget workshop. 

 

If the community been consulted about the topics and the timing of sessions the interest and 
attendance rate may have been greater. Their primary focus at that point was on fencing and getting 
pastures ready for sewing seed. 

The majority of landholders were more interested in finding out if there was funding for purchase of 
seed. Some had lost stored seed in the fire which was not insured. They needed to replace lost 
pasture and feed. They were also conscious of the earth being left bare and the wind to taking away 
their topsoil. 

BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

The built environment considers the impacts that an event may have on essential physical 

infrastructure including essential services, commercial and industrial facilities, public buildings and 

assets and housing. – Part 4: Emergency Management Manual Victoria 
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The Barnawartha and Indigo Valley were fortunate not to have lost any of its community 
infrastructure. The main focus for recovery in this environment was to ensure water supply and road 
clearance, so that the community could move forward with their recovery works.  
 

WATER 

Immediately after the fire, bottled water supplies were brought in by the Department of Health and 

Human Services and Indigo Shire Council for the impacted community members so that they could 

access drinking water, until essential water could be replaced.  

Indigo Shire Council arranged for the replacement of water used for supressing fire on seven 

properties with CFA arranging for one property to have their roof and water tank cleaned after being 

contaminated with fire-fighting foam. 

 

ROAD CLEARANCE 

Road clearance began on 7 March 2016 with three contractors working for 54 days to complete 

33.65km of roadside clearing, removing 900 truckloads of debris. Most of the roadside debris was 

cut up for firewood with the balance mulched and made available to community groups. 

Outcome: The delayed commencement of clearance works resulted in mulching not being 
completed before rain began, leaving piles of timber in Hartigans Gap Road until March 2017.  
Waiting for funding, quotes and works to begin, farmers were frustrated with delay of road 
clearance, as it delayed fencing work to contain stock. As a result of the delays, some missed 
BlazeAid help, as they were not able to have their fencing done before BlazeAid finished up. 

  
“It was also frustrating having to deal with the people coming on to our property to take the 
wood that had been cut up and left for us when the roadsides were being cleared” – Ian 
Burgess 

 

 

Photo – Wendy Stanford 
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NATURAL ENVIRONMENT 

The natural environment considers the impact that an event may have on a healthy and functioning 
environment, which underpins the economy and society. Components of the natural environment 
include air and water quality; land degradation and contamination; plant and wildlife damage/loss; 
and national parks, cultural and heritage sites. – Part 4: Emergency Management Manual Victoria 

  
After the bushfire there was a need to prioritise areas of work, coupled with the consideration of the 
social and economic impacts of people. Indigo Shire Council, Parks Victoria, DELWP played key roles 
in the restoration of public land with Trust for Nature, The Green Army and Landcare all playing a 
role in the rehabilitation and education. 

HAZARDOUS TREES 

In February 2016, Parks Victoria walked its common boundary fence lines to assess loss and identify 
hazardous trees. Identified trees were removed by the end of the month. Roadsides were assessed 
by arborists. Any trees deemed to be unsound and posing immediate risk of falling on to the road or 
fences, were pruned or removed. Dead trees still in a sound condition were retained as part of the 
natural process to provide habitat. Any logs and branches suitable as firewood were left in adjacent 
properties at owners’ requests. 
 

Outcome: The community felt a “blame game” between DELWP, Parks Victoria and the Council, 
this caused confusion over who was responsible with land tenure.  Landholders were feeling angry 
and unsupported when trees they identified as dangerous fell on new fencing. Some still worry 
about particular trees marked with a “K” that have been left standing.  

The good neighbour evening was designed to help residents work with agencies around expectations 
surrounding tree removal. 
 

“Hazardous tree issues arose with what community members saw as hazardous versus what 
agencies/government’s definition is of hazardous.” – Ben Merritt, DELWP 

 

THREATENED SPECIES 

TRUST FOR NATURE   The State Government Threatened Species Protection Initiative Project had 
received funding just prior to the bushfire to protect and manage squirrel gliders. The project was 
for the modification of fencing removing barb wire and replacing with strained wire. 

The fire provided an opportunity to partner with the Green Army to leverage the work and assist 
landholders with fencing. BlazeAid was running at the time, so they used the manpower to fill the 
gap on a number of properties installing new end assemblies so that they were ready for BlazeAid 
services. They then worked with BlazeAid to put in pickets and run wires. The project removed 20km 
of barbed wire and replaced with strained wire and installed a dozen end assemblies. 
 
GREEN ARMY   Funding had also been received for a partnership between Indigo Shire Council, Trust 
for Nature and Green Army to install 100 nesting boxes. The boxes had been purchased prior to the 
fire which enabled them to be installed quickly. 
A lot of nesting boxes in the valley that were occupied by threatened species were burnt along with 
many tree hollows, particularly on properties with conservation covenants. The installation of the 
new boxes resulted in them being occupied within weeks due to the demise of their natural habitat. 
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Photo – Frank Connell 

  
“This was fairly unique circumstances because projects had been lined up and we were able 
to hit the ground running with the funding in place to undertake the work,” – Will Ford, Trust 
for Nature 
 

 

LANDCARE 

Lachlan Campbell from North Eastern Catchment Management Authority (NECMA) mentioned at a 
Community Recovery Committee that reviving the dormant Indigo Valley Landcare Group could be a 
good way to support the recovery process and offered to help facilitate an information evening on 2 
June 2016. 

The aim of the meeting was to answer questions and discuss what Landcare could do to support the 
recovery and the community in the future. The meeting had good support with 35 people attending. 
Lyn Coulston (NECMA), Tom Croft (Landcare) and Carol White (former Indigo Valley Landcare) were 
guest speakers.  Parklands Wodonga donated 1000 trees to support Landcare in the community.  
 

Outcome: There was enthusiasm about the reformation of the group, resulting in executive group 
formed from an AGM on 14 July 2016. Members have been planning a mixture of workshops, 
events and information sessions around farming, revegetation, shelterbelts, fire retardant species, 
erosion, weeds, creek health and stewardship of the land. They are also partnering and running 
sessions with the Landcare equine group to support members with horses in the area. 
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Photo - Paul van Huizen 

 
“I remember the Indigo Valley Landcare Group being a strong, happy group in the past and 
am pleased to see it is being revived.” – Lynne Keenes 
 

COMMUNITY-LED – WITH APPROPRIATE AGENCY SUPPORT 

 
Barnawartha and Indigo Valley initially needed the support of Council and others to set up and begin 
the recovery process. When they were ready the community voiced their capacity and desire to 
undertake a community-led recovery processes with the appropriate level of support from agencies.  

Community members were grateful that Council and all agencies involved on the committee gave 
them the time, space, respect and openly shared their knowledge when discussing any issues or 
frustrations. This enabled the Committee to make informed decisions when tailoring recovery 
activities to suit the needs of the people within the community. 

DEBRIEFS 

 

CFA 

Members of the Indigo Valley CFA complained at their AGM that they had not had the opportunity 
to have a formal debrief after the December bushfires. There were still many questions relating to 
the events of the day that were unanswered and they felt they deserved the opportunity to debrief 
the event. Adrian Gutsche, District 24 Acting Operations Manager was present at the AGM and 
offered to facilitate the evening. 
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A debrief was held 2 May 2016, beginning with the Phoenix model showing the path of the fire on 
the day, events that took place and timing. Another model was shown which depicted the potential 
path of the fire had the weather change had not arrived. The members discussed what worked on 
the day, what didn’t go well and what could be improved in the future with the results captured on 
the whiteboard and noted by region. 

 
Photo – Karen van Huizen 

Outcome: Local Indigo Valley CFA members have expressed concern that CFA did not consult with 
the local captain to ensure that crews were debriefed and taken the time to explain the support 
available to members mental health after the event.  
A number of significant members from the Brigade were visibly disgruntled at the debrief and 
declined to discuss their views. A few of these members stepped back from the CFA in the 
following months for various reasons. 

 

COMMUNITY DEBRIEF 

A facilitated Community Debrief was held on 9 June 2016. 125 people attended, including 35 agency 
representatives. The Community members of the Recovery Committee were supported to develop, 
implement and evaluate the success of the event, with the support of the organisations. This 
included the key roles played by Karen Van Huizen (Indigo Shire Council Community Recovery 
Coordinator) and Steve Cameron (from Emergency Management Victoria – EMV) who also facilitated 
the evening event. 

The Community Based Emergency Management approach was used to support the Community 
members to develop a clear aim and objectives for the event. The process included conversations to 
understand what opportunities could work for this community and plan the event. The Community 
was clear about what they did not want, including not “to be spoken at” and no “parking lot” for the 
“hard” questions. They wanted a safe space to have a discussion, where all the members of the 
community could have their questions answered for closure, to then focus on the next steps for 
their recovery. The Community Recovery Coordinator assisted the community and supporting 
organisations to prepare for the event. This included a process for community members to submit 
their questions two weeks prior, so that agencies and other organisations had time to prepare and 
deliver the responses on the night.  
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Photos – Frank Connell, Indigo Shire Council 

The evening began with a meal followed by a viewing of the Phoenix model and explanation of 
events of the day. With Victoria Police advising that the investigation was closed and no charges laid, 
all submitted questions were openly shared for all to see. The Staff and volunteers from each of the 
relevant organisations (including Gateway Health to offer personal support) were available and 
answered all of the “hard” questions. . This session also enabled the community members to discuss 
some of the issues that needed to be aired between themselves. 

The second half of the evening was a workshop at the tables. Each table discussed and captured 
what they thought went well, what did not go well and what could be improved. The workshop 
information was collated to identify areas to support the next stages of recovery and presented for 
discussion at the next Community Recovery Committee Meeting. 
 
Five clear areas emerged as possible action items which formed the next steps in the recovery. 

1. Communication - Develop phone trees to support community safety before, during and after a disaster 
2. Good neighbour program – form a good working relationship with agencies to find solutions to issues 

with properties adjoining crown land 
3. Education sessions – to assist with the creation of personal fire plans, understanding Municipal 

Emergency Management Planning, and support for youth 
4. Community action plan – medium to long term including preparedness 
5. Future community planning – long term 
 

Outcome:  This event was a major turning point for the committee and many in the community. 
They had the opportunity to have answers to their questions while enjoying time to catch up with 
neighbours and discuss how they were. By the end of the evening many people suggested that 
they could put that part of their life behind them - and move forward with the next part of their 
recovery process. The evening was a very positive and productive experience for most involved. 

 
“We moved on after the Community Debrief. We felt so supported, the community got to 
hear from us, got to process what happened – it happened to all of us.” – Lyn Becktash 

 

ACTION ITEMS 

COMMUNICATION 

The Community Recovery Committee, committed to improving communications within the Indigo 
Valley, formed a sub group with other community members to investigate improving communication 
to make the community safer before, during and after a disaster. 

They raised many questions such as – “If we are having trouble with communicating amongst 
ourselves in a relatively small valley, then how can the Indigo Shire Council and other agencies 
effectively communicate with us to support us?” and “How can we be effective at supporting each 
other, making sure everyone is okay and no one is left out of the loop?” 
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During the December 2015 bushfire, communications failed. Local CFA had trouble contacting each 
other on UHF radios due to smoke, trees and terrain. They also experienced issues communicating 
with private units out on the ground over the first few days. 

Mobile phone reception also failed, probably due to congestion. The Indigo Valley is a known black 
spot for phone and internet reception. In the initial days after the fire front had gone through, many 
didn’t know how their neighbours were or what was happening.  
 
“There was no control over private units and what frequency they were on. This was fixed by the 
second or third day. We will have a fixed channel to avoid that issue in the future.” – Max Grimshaw 
 

Outcome: The Indigo Valley CFA has purchased a new UHF radio, power supply and antenna for 
the fire shed increasing the signal throughout the Valley. Cathy McGowan, Federal Member of 
Parliament, and local has continued to lobby for positive outcomes in black spot areas. 

 
The communications sub-group investigated models used by other communities, some of these 
included phone trees, UHF radio used by the Mudgegonga community, Tik Biz, BART used by CFA, 
email and Facebook. All of these models had issues when it came to reception and user ability. 

Community members completed a questionnaire produced by the subcommittee relating to what 
modes of communication they currently used and what other technology they think would work for 
them. It became evident that not one model would work on its own. A number of models would be 
required to work in conjunction so that no one was missed. A phone tree was identified as the 
easiest method to initiate before the following fire season, along with a community newsletter and a 
fridge magnet with emergency information details. 

PHONE TREES 

The sub group was tasked with finding phone tree coordinators throughout the Valley who would 
contact their neighbours personally to ask if they would like to be part of the system. They were to 
obtain contact details, put the trees together and explain the system to each member. The phone 
tree coordinators communicated with each other by phone or email to ensure that their “tree” 
information stays up to date ready to enact in an emergency. 

 

Outcome: Phone trees were complete by January 2017. A copy of each tree kept at the Indigo 
Valley CFA Shed along with coordinator details.  

The trees were put into activation in March 2017 when lightning strikes began a number of fires 
within the Valley and surrounding area.  A tree coordinator meeting held a few weeks later 
discussed the effectiveness of the trees. The Captain of the Indigo Valley CFA had passed comment 
that he had received a number of calls from panicked people whilst out coordinating fire efforts. He 
suggested the system required more guidelines on tree activation and who people should contact in 
an emergency. 

Guidelines adopted were: 

 Phone trees are only activated on hot, windy days (severe or above fire danger) when both 
trucks from the Indigo Valley CFA have been called out. 

 For information during an emergency use details on fridge magnet or contact the Indigo 
Valley CFA Shed to speak with Communications Officer or designated Community 
Communications member. 

 

Further outcome: A process was created between the Indigo Valley CFA Communications Officer 
and a Phone tree coordinator to improve the effectiveness of phone trees.  
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When CFA is notified of an incident and trucks have been dispatched, the Communication Officer 
contacts the phone tree coordinator to inform them of the situation and activate the tree.  A 
community member subsequently positions themselves at the Indigo Valley CFA shed alongside the 
Communications Officer to answer calls and questions from the community and support the 
dissemination of information within the community. 

NEWSLETTERS 

The Indigo Shire Council produced a Bushfire Recovery Newsletter to provide information after the 
December 2015 bushfire. The Community Recovery Coordinator continued the newsletter 
throughout 2016 to become a monthly newsletter with community information and events.  

In January 2017 the Indigo Shire Council handed the publication of the newsletter to the community. 
The Shire had been printing newsletters and paying for postage each month, which the community 
did not see as sustainable.  The sub group discussed ways of being more effective so that they could 
easily transition to continue a wide reach throughout the community.  

Council was asked if they could email the people they had gathered addresses for during the 
recovery process asking residents to “opt in” to the Indigo Valley News. Phone tree coordinators also 
spoke to their tree members about providing email addresses for those who had internet. There 
were still residents who required a paper copy so three special (spotty) letterboxes were placed at 
the top, bottom and middle of the Valley to allow residents to pick-up their newsletter at the 
beginning of each month.  
 

Outcome: The Indigo Valley has continued to improve their communications with a small editorial 
group sharing the role of producing a monthly newsletter sent out by email. Local businesses 
contribute to printing costs and the community contribute to content. There are sections for 
annual rainfall, vegetable growing tips, upcoming event details and sections for CFA, Middle 
Indigo Primary School, Cookinburra Church, Youth, Men’s group and Crafty Crafters and 
emergency planning. 

 
“It’s localised community information that fills the gap and brings people together in a way 
that’s quite powerful. The newsletters have positive, valuable information and stories with 95 
families getting it electronically and 40 plus by hard copy. I think it’s a really good function 
that fits the community needs, especially post emergency.” – Bryan Blake  

FRIDGE MAGNETS 

A fridge magnet was designed showing the different ways to stay up to date with information during 
an emergency. It lists radio stations, hotlines, apps, internet sites, the Indigo Valley Community 
Facebook page and Indigo Valley CFA details. Space was allowed for phone tree contacts, address, 
map reference and future UHF radio information. Crafty Crafters laminated the colour copies and 
placed magnet on back. Phone tree coordinators handed out magnets to their group for Christmas.  

 

Outcome: Residents feel safer having valuable, relevant information at hand to support them with 
staying up-to-date and informed before, during and after an emergency. 

 

FIRE PREPARATION 

PROTECTING YOUR ANIMALS IN AN EMERGENCY   An information evening hosted by the 
Yackandandah Riding Club, in conjunction with the CFA, was held on 17 June 2016. The evening had 
a local veterinarian as guest speaker to discuss working with animals in a bushfire situation.  
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Outcome: CFA was pleasantly surprised to see that most of the attendees already had a fire plan. 
They were conscientious and had taken the time to plan to ensure that they have enough time to 
get themselves and their animals to safety during a bushfire. 

 
BUSHFIRE PLANNING WORKSHOP   The CFA ran a bushfire planning workshop on 24 October 2016. 
The aim of the evening was for people to focus on preparation, understanding their triggers (to 
leave, or defend) and actions for preparation and response during an emergency.  
 

 
Photo – Karen van Huizen 

Outcome: The evening had strong attendance. The majority did not have a plan and one couple 
shared that they had a plan prior to the December 2015 bushfire but had not practised. They 
stressed the importance of having a plan, allocating each family member jobs and practising them 
at least once prior to each season. Many were inspired to complete their plan and practice. 

 

 “The bushfire planning session was well timed and contained essential and useful 
information that assisted me for the oncoming fire season and future fire seasons. There 
were useful handouts provided that assisted with reflections made after the session. It was 
delivered in a clear and interesting manner. Thank you for providing an opportunity to get 
this information.” – Janey Powles 

 
 

COMMUNITY ACTION 

COMMUNITY ACTION WORKSHOP   A Community Action Workshop run by the community members 
from the Recovery Committee on 31 August was designed to achieve a number of goals.  Community 
members wanted to move forward in their recovery and wanted a broader representation from the 
community to bring fresh ideas and take on leadership roles for the funded projects. It also gave the 
opportunity to check in with the community, validate they are on track with what they were 
planning, ensure it was achievable and met community needs.  
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Personal invitations were made to people representing different groups and areas within the 
community. This resulted in 34 attendees from a cross-section of the community including young 
people and the older farmers in the area.  

The event began with an update on where the recovery was currently at with committee members 
answering any questions the group had. They discussed a timeline of milestones still to achieve and 
what they felt was reasonable for completion of each stage, taking into account time and resources. 
The evening concluded with workshopping grant projects.  
 

 

Photo – Karen van Huizen 

Outcome: The fact that the community made the decisions on what projects were funded meant 
that they were excited about each project and took responsibility for them being delivered or 
completed. At least one community member “put their hand up” to take on responsibility for 
running each of the grant projects and they were all eager to have input and share their ideas.  

 

The group of youth invited to the Community Action workshop appreciated that they could be 
involved in the decision-making process for the recovery projects being held for the Barnawartha, 
Indigo Valley and Leneva communities.  
 

Outcome: This was a turning point for the youth in their recovery and stepping up in the 
community. They created a youth group to get together, support their community, have fun and 
support each other after their experience of the bushfire.  
 
The group has developed a logo where the Indigo Valley Youth have “risen from the ashes” with 
the aim to create an inclusive event once a term to continue to foster a safe space where the 
youth can continue to connect and have fun. 

 

The group began with running a movie night for all of the youth and children in the area. It started 
with a session for primary age children, followed by a combined dinner, and concluded with the 
movie for the high school-aged youth.  
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The Youth Officer at the Indigo Shire Council offered the group a few opportunities to run sausage 
sizzles at the local skate competition and pool event. The group happily took on the opportunities 
and used the funds raised to run an Easter egg hunt for the younger children in the area and an 
afternoon at a trampolining centre in Lavington. 
 

YOUTH DEBRIEF AND TABLE TENNIS COMPETITION   After the community action workshop the 
Community Recovery Committee was concerned that the youth of the community had not been 
given an opportunity to have a debrief of their own, as a result, they were offered the opportunity to 
create their own event. They had heard stories, seen the stress the fires placed on their parents and 
had their own experience of the fire which they had not discussed. 
  
The youth decided on a debrief with a counsellor from Gateway Health, followed by dinner and a 
table tennis competition at the local CFA Shed. The evening was held on 25 November with nine 
young people attending. Each individual was given the opportunity to share their experiences and 
discuss any highlights or concerns that they had resulting from the bushfires.  
 
The event was run in a relaxed, familiar setting and finished with a friendly table tennis competition 
with the new table purchased through bushfire funding to engage the youth. 
 

 

Outcome: The evening was a turning point in the recovery of many of the young people, they 
expressed that they did not feel that they could speak to anyone at school about their experience 
as they “didn’t understand” if they were not involved in the fire. They felt their relationships had 
strengthened as a result, having the fires in common and being able to provide support for each 
other. They decided to begin a youth group in the valley so that they can continue to connect and 
have fun together on a regular basis. 

 
 

 
Photo – Karen van Huizen  
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GOOD NEIGHBOURS 

The Good Neighbour evening held on 22 November 2016 had 24 attendees keen to have their 
questions answered and gain clarity on issues experienced as a result of neighbouring public land. 

The aim was to form good relationships with agencies and work together with a common goal in 
regards to working on best practice in reducing fire risk, controlling feral animals, weeds and fence 
damage from fallen and dangerous trees with limited budget, and to the best standard possible.  

The event had residents discussing their concerns and frustrations with having adjoining boundaries 
with Parks Victoria and DELWP. Many attendees arrived feeling as if it was “their way” with 
agencies. Ben Merritt from DELWP discussed how agencies acknowledge the power in working 
together, referencing the Safer Together paper.  
 

Outcome: Some residents left still feeling that the event had not achieved their desired outcomes, 
however, many left feeling communication lines were opened. They were happy they had names 
and details of the right people to contact, who were willing to help them when they have 
concerns or questions in the future. The Landcare group committed to continue to work with 
landholders and agencies to improve relations and outcomes. 

 
“The evening was good because everyone was represented from the different agencies. In 
the past they had not responded to any of my communications which was frustrating. It was 
a good to meet them in person have the opportunity to speak and ask questions, feel listened 
to and have my questions answered.” – Chis Varker 

 

 

Photo – Wendy Stanford 
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5. FUNDING 

 

COMMUNITY RECOVERY COORDINATOR 

Indigo Shire Council received funding by the Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) to 
employ a Community Recovery Coordinator for a six-month period to work with the affected 
communities. Emergency Management Victoria (EMV) requested further funding from the Victorian 
Government for the position to be extended for a further period, to support the transition to 
community-led processes.  

The Community Recovery Coordinator role was to support the Community and Indigo Shire Council 
through the recovery processes as they continued to change and evolve. This included a transition 
from processes led by Council and organisations, to support community led processes that no longer 
rely on the Community Recovery Committee.  

The initial objectives of the position were to facilitate and support the recovery, assist in the delivery 
of fire recovery services and community development programs and work pro-actively with various 
authorities, state agencies and local community organisations, to plan and implement strategies and 
projects which support the recovery of fire affected communities. The extension of the position was 
to enable the community to continue to lead with changing types and levels of support, rather than 
build further reliance and/or dependencies on the Recovery Committee (now finished), Council and 
other organisations.    
Key responsibilities were to: 

 Connect and engage with affected communities, identify needs and resource requirements. 

 Assess the impact of the fires on the community considering the social, built, economic, 
natural and agricultural environments.  

 Liaise with and act on recommendations from the Community Recovery Committee, 
recovery agencies, volunteer groups and Council.  

 Develop and document short, medium and long-term recovery plans.  

 Provide community input into municipal and regional recovery plans and activities. 

 Work collaboratively and provide support to community clean-up and restoration initiatives 
that contribute to community rebuilding.  

 Work pro-actively with local communities, community groups, agencies and levels of 
government to initiate, coordinate and implement strategies and projects which support 
the community’s long term recovery.  

 Ensure strategies and actions developed will support and encourage community self-
reliance and empowerment, and where possible will add to the sustainable social 
infrastructure of the community.  

 Support the review and enhancement of current local recovery planning and 
implementation processes.  

 Assist in developing communication mechanisms that ensure the whole of the community is 
informed and encouraged to participate.  

 Receive requests for advice/assistance/information related to fire recovery, respond 
promptly and provide referrals (where appropriate) to applicable organisations. 

 Document and report progress and outcomes.  
 

Outcome: Keeping regular contact with the community and providing up to date information via 
phone, email, newsletters and Facebook was valuable in building rapport and trust.  The extension 
of the role allowed the community to reach a point in their recovery where they felt confident 
that they could continue to move forward, build resilience and strengthen communications in the 
future. 
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COMMUNITY VIEW 

“I was informed by a survivor of the Mudgegonga fire that recovery is often expected to be a 
one to two-year process but the Mudgegonga experience left them only resolving many 
things after five years. That information challenged my assumptions of the task ahead, my 
resourcefulness and the expectations of my resilience. 

Landholders directly affected by fire are distracted by the enormity of the tasks of recovery 
and their ability to be a coordinator of recovery is impossible. Community members indirectly 
or vicariously affected by the fire don’t always have the competency to be in a coordinating 
role or the capacity in terms of hours to be in such a role. Therefore, a designated role is a 
best fit for the community to design their own recovery plan and then implement that plan.  

The Community Recovery Coordinator (CRC) has a unique capacity to be objective and hear 

the community’s narrative of their collective experiences and thereby not become lost in the 

subjective experiences of the fire event. Community members directly, indirectly and 

vicariously affected by the fire event find it hard to collate a holistic community perspective, 

unless there is a designated CRC for that task.  

Within its coordination role, the CRC liaises between agencies to facilitate and advocate[s] 

for the needs of community members either individually or collectively. Local government, as 

the agency for employment of the Coordinator role and the central repository of grant funds 

with a line of accountability to the funding body, manages the appropriate expenditure of 

grant money so that it gets utilised and spent in an accountable way.  Were it not for the 

Barnawartha-Indigo Valley CRC, a community member alone could not have served the 

needs of the community in recovery.” 

– Gregory Dale, fire impacted resident, farmer and registered psychologist 

FUNDING 

Approximately $40,000 from the Department of Economic Development, Jobs, Transport and 
Resources (DEDJTR) through Regional Development Victoria (RDV) was available for recovery of the 
affected Barnawartha and Indigo Valley communities. An initial $5000 was to encourage community 
connectedness, followed by $35,000 for projects for community engagement for strength and 
resilience. 

COMMUNITY CONNECTEDNESS 

The initial $5000 was used to run a series of events, sessions and workshops aimed to provide 
residents with the opportunity to come together, learn from one another and address their social 
and community needs as a group. Sessions that were conducted included:  
 

 Legal and insurance session  

 Grant brainstorming session 

 Community dinner and debrief  

 Community Action Workshop  

 Landcare information Session  

 Youth Debrief and table tennis competition  

 Bushfire Planning Workshop held  

 Good Neighbour Program, and 

 Community newsletter – emailed and posted monthly until December 2016. 
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Outcome:  The allocation of the initial amount allowed for some very successful events to bring 
the community together as part of their recovery. The community-led process allowed for the 
funds to be spent in the areas of need identified by the community and the Community Recovery 
Committee. Further information and feedback can be found in Recovery environments and 
Community-led – with appropriate agency support sections of this report. 

 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT FOR STRENGTH AND RESILIENCE 

Prior to writing a submission for the remaining $35,000, the Indigo Shire Council consulted the 
Community Recovery Committee. The committee wanted to ensure that work to improve 
communication was “in the mix”, but were clear that the community needed to be consulted so that 
they all have an opportunity to have their say on how the money should be spent. There was 
pressure from the funding agencies to clearly define the use of the remaining $35,000, and this was 
not in alignment with where the community was at in its recovery process.  

The pressure to detail the use of the funding to guarantee it for the Indigo Valley community worked 
against the community-led process. In a more traditional, agency-led approach the local government 
representatives would decide on a set of uses, including recovery and community strengthening 
events. There would not be the opportunity for broad community input, which was the desire and 
the case in Indigo Valley. 

With some flexibility from the funding body, a grant brainstorming evening was conducted on the 3 
May 2016. The community wanted to see activities for the men, women, children and community as 
a whole that would strengthen the sense of unity throughout the recovery process. The grant 
submission was written based on the outcomes and priorities voted on from the shortlist created by 
the end of the session. 

The Community Recovery Coordinator submitted an initial list of suggestions for the community, 
after researching projects from previous recovery events. This list was used to help the community 
“get the ideas flowing” as they needed to narrow down their decisions quickly due to tight 
timeframe of the application to be submitted. The community found the list helpful, as they were 
quickly able to identify what they did not want and start expanding on the ideas that would work for 
their community. 

The Community Action Workshop allowed time for community members form groups, delegate 
project facilitators and developed a series of programs and events to achieve their funding goals 
with: 
 

 Men’s calendar of events 

 Indigo Valley CFA centenary 

 Photographic book  

 Oral history project 

 Creative calendar of events 

 Children and youth development 

 Community assets 

 Indigo Valley signs 
 

Outcome: The events and projects supported the men, women and youth to engage, 
strengthening community connections at a time when fractures in the community would typically 
show.  

 
Although the oral history project had a positive result, some community members felt that the funds 
would have had a bigger impact in other areas of need identified later in the recovery. 
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MEN’S CALENDAR OF EVENTS   

A series of events were created to encourage the males in the community to get together, do 

something different and connect. Teenagers were encouraged to be involved in the events so the 

elders within the community could mentor them.  

As a result of the funding, several events were held to create inclusion and conversation including: 

 Camp oven cooking  

 Clay target shooting  

 Sausage and salami making  

 Spit night  
 

    

Photos – Wodonga Albury Field and Game 

 
“Just thought I'd say a little thank you for putting on the event, clay bird shooting, held at 
the Albury Wodonga Field & Game Club. Thanks to Michael and his members for letting us 
into their club to have a safe and fun day. I think I did okay, for a first timer, and everybody 
else seemed to have a great time. See you at the sausage making workshop.” - Shane 
Hogarth. 

 

     

Photos – Gregory Dale 

 

“It was a great day with lots of fun. Everyone was relaxed, happy and found a job to do. They 
formed groups spicing, mincing, mixing and filling, creating a salami and sausage team. Alan 
was a practical, low-fuss butcher who was very positive and encouraging.” – Greg Dale 
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INDIGO CFA CENTENARY 

The Indigo Valley CFA celebrated its centenary in October 2016. Funding enabled the community to 
host an afternoon tea for past and present CFA and community members. The aim was to connect 
and celebrate the tireless efforts of the volunteers who have helped to keep the community safe 
over the past century.   

The event was well attended with lots of stories shared, including facts on how progressive the 
Indigo Valley CFA has been with the first female registered in the region.  The first all-female crew 
and the first female on the CFA board. The men also had some great achievements creating their 
own training videos before CFA began producing them.  

 

Outcome: This was an important day to acknowledge and celebrate the achievements of the 
incredible people who served their community in the Indigo Valley over the past century and the 
people who continue to strive to be progressive and keep their community safe today.  

 

 
Photo – Janey Powles 

PHOTOGRAPHIC BOOK 

A 13-month photographic calendar was produced ready for the centenary celebration with photos 
from the Indigo Valley CFA ranging over the past 100 years. The balance of the funding was to go 
towards the photographic part of the oral history project to be produced by the community. 

Photos and articles were gathered and printed from over the past century and a team of community 
members laminated them ready for display at the centenary. There was a great interest in the 
photos and the different appliances stationed in the Valley over the years. The community voted on 
the photos to go into a calendar, which was prepared by one dedicated member who followed the 
project through to completion. 
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Photo – Indigo Valley CFA 

ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 

The oral history project began in June and was completed in November 2017. The community 
believed they had the skills and capacity to work together to produce a quality finished product.  

They wanted give a historical account of the December 2015 bushfire showing how the community 
work and has worked together, behind the scenes at the CFA sheds and where the community is 
today in terms of resilience.  

The project covers the Indigo Valley, Barnawartha, Black Dog Creek and surrounding areas using a 
number of mediums. The books were made available for community members and given as a thank 
you gift for those involved in the recovery.  
 

CREATIVE CALENDAR 

The creative group known as the “Crafty Crafters” meet monthly at the Indigo Valley CFA Shed. The 
group began shortly after the bushfires to encourage people to take time out from recovery and 
work on a personal project in a relaxed and friendly atmosphere, while connecting with other 
community members and sharing their skills.  

The funding for the creative calendar allowed the Crafty Crafters to run a series of events for 
community members to connect and learn new skills such as: 

 Pottery  

 Stick sculptures 

 Welding and blacksmithing  

 Bonsai  

 Quilting 

 Cider and fruit wine  

 Permaculture farm visit. 
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Photos – Karen van Huizen & Vicki Barker 

 

         
Photos – Maria Garvey 

 

Outcome: The activities continue to provide an outlet to get off the farm, relax and connect with their 
neighbours. The Crafty Crafters produced a quilt for each resident who lost their home and are currently 
making quilts for those who are ill as a result of the fires. 

 

CHILDREN AND YOUTH DEVELOPMENT  

Five primary school and four high school-aged children were given the opportunity to attend a 
leadership program to develop their skills as future leaders within the community. Secondary school- 
aged youth could apply to attend a Mittagundi program and primary aged children in the affected 
area could to apply for a scholarship to Somers Camp. 

Three youths took the opportunity to attend a winter snow camp at Mittagundi with their school in 
August 2017, with the remaining two attending a 10 day Mittagundi Program in September 2017. 
The four primary age students attended the Somers Leadership Camp in October 2017. 
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INDIGO VALLEY SIGNS 

During the process of deciding on projects to create strength and resilience, community members 
felt a strong sense of pride in where they live and who they were as a community. Barnawartha 
Township already had welcome signs to the entries of their town and the Indigo Valley community 
wanted to have locality signs to identify the Indigo Valley. 
 

     
                                         Photo - Bryan Blake 

 
The signs have added to the community’s pride in where they live. They can now say “take the 
Barnawartha exit, turn right and you will come to the Indigo Valley”. When the signs were erected 
residents were quick to post photos on to Facebook to show how much they liked the signs with 
comments such as “see, we do exist” and “what a cracker place to live”. 
 

“Beautiful sign, even more beautiful valley and community.” – Cathy McGowan 
 

 

COMMUNITY ASSETS 

The community was clear that it wanted some of the funding to be used to purchase assets that 
would benefit the community as a whole by continuing engagement. They decided on the following:  
 

 Table tennis table  

 Chairs  
 

Outcome: The table tennis table has become an asset continuing to engage the youth at 
community events, and at times, providing some healthy competition between the youth and 
some of the adults in the community.  
The chairs are valuable asset to the Middle Indigo Primary School, being used in the 5-6 class 
during school hours and available for use at community events. 
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6. RECOVERY SNAPSHOT – 2 YEARS ON 

CONNECTIONS  

The community connections continue to be strong within the Indigo Valley. The Barnawartha 
community is currently working on building stronger connections within their community.  

The recovery projects helped community to continue connecting, chatting and having fun in a 
relaxed environment. Although some cases of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder and fractures within 
some community networks are beginning to show, the committee members are aware that this is 
common at the 18 month to two-year mark through Rob Gordon and David Younger (psychologists) 
and will continue to advocate for support to assist in these areas. 

Outcome: The Barnawartha community were recently successful in gaining a grant for “Barny 
Prepares and Connects” to continue their community-led process to create a safer community 
before, during and after emergencies. 

INFRASTRUCTURE  

Most of the impacted properties have completed their fencing and pasture restoration. Around the 
Black Dog Creek Road area, rolled up, burnt fencing wire and large piles of trees and mulch are still 
sitting in paddocks and there are still a few bridges, sheds etc. that have not yet been reconstructed. 

The Landmate program will recommence in March 2018 to support landholders who still have 
fencing to complete. 

All three of the owners who lost homes have applied for their building permits. Construction has 
begun on two homes and it is envisaged that the construction of all three homes will commence 
prior to winter 2018.  

MENTAL HEALTH  

The majority of the community members have put the fires behind them, and are now comfortable 
to talk about it. There are still members who are still working through the impact of the fire on their 
mental health with some of their properties acting as a constant reminder of the event. 

It is important to keep in mind that some residents were directly impacted by a bushfire on more 
than one occasion. Fire is still a very delicate subject for some, which other members of the 
community respect. The decision to stay in the area they love, surrounded by the people they know 
and care about, versus the thought of experiencing another event is a heavy subject, with one home 
already placed on the market as a result. 

PHYSICAL HEALTH 

Apart from health issues related to smoke inhalation, a number of health issues have arisen since 
the December 2015 fires. These issues have shown themselves or increased in severity 12-18 
months after the event which has become a concern in the community. The crafty crafters have 
begun making quilts for those who have become ill to show their continued support. 

ENVIRONMENTAL  

Although pasture regeneration works have been completed, some landholders are still dealing with 
weed and feral animal issues on their property as a result of the fire and flash flooding that came in 
2016. The Indigo Valley Landcare group is working with residents to plan events and programs that 
will continue to support the recovery and address the needs of the community. 
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ECONOMIC  

The cost of the fire to hobby and full-time farmers in money and energy is difficult to estimate. It is a 
cost that they may never recuperate, but understand it is part of living in a rural area. The 
community members are quite resilient and continue to implement new strategies into their farming 
practices to minimise risk and loss. One family, although insured, estimate that the fire has left them 
approximately $200,000 out of pocket. 

THE COMMUNITY MEMBERS OF THE RECOVERY COMMITTEE  

Each member of the committee have stepped back to allow other members of the community to 
continue with projects and running events.  They continue to communicate any concerns to the 
community recovery coordinator and are mindful that the recovery of the community may take a 
number of years, which may require them to “step back up” from time to time. 

“I would like to follow up with strategic planning. A lot more communication with the 
communities what they are doing, why and see how it’s going.” – Helen McGowan 

 

 
Australia Day 2018 – Photo: Ian Burgess 

 

Outcome: The Community Recovery Committee were awarded the Fire Awareness Award for 
Recovery on 4 December 2017. This was a great acknowledgement of the community-led process 
taken on by the community, Indigo Shire Council and agencies showed a level of success that 
could be used as an example for other communities. 

 

“Where they started to where they are now was a terrific outcome, it’s a credit to everyone 
involved. The community took ownership, pulled up their sleeves, and are achieving what 
they intended to do.” Lynne Jones, Red Cross 
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7. KEY CONSIDERATIONS 

SUCCESSES 

The Indigo Shire Council, like most shires, is eclectic. Every community, its demographics and its 
needs are quite different from the next. With that in mind, and the fact that every emergency is 
different, it is difficult to have a one size fits all attitude and process to support recovery. However, 
there were factors in the success of the Barnawartha and Indigo Valley recovery that may be useful 
for these and other impacted and affected communities. 
 

LEADERSHIP  

The Indigo Valley has a number of members who had lived in the community for long periods. They 
were known and respected, understood the needs of the community and were good at advocating 
on behalf of their peers. These key leaders “stepped up” along with a few newcomers to form part 
of the Community Recovery Committee.  

These members were clear that they were representing the community as a whole and were 
conscious not to make decisions without consulting the community. They were keen to have 
consultation at each stage of the recovery process, to ensure that their decisions were a true 
reflection of community need. 

They were committed to forming strong relationships with agencies and maintaining a sense of 
community rather than silo into Landcare, CFA, etc. They wanted to continue with a broader 
representation from the community and to keep them up-to-date on the recovery work done.  
 

“They were not frightened to speak up and say what they needed. They were willing, and able to 
work with the organisations who had the ability to give them assistance. They did ask strong 
questions, but they also listened to the advice given by agencies, which was a huge part of their 
success.” - Lynne Jones, Red Cross 

 

Outcome: This commitment resulted in the recovery being effectively led by community and 
allowed different community members to take on the responsibility of leading recovery projects 
and events. 

 

CHALLENGES Not all communities may have the ability to identify these leaders.  

OPPORTUNITIES Communities who are able to identify current and emerging leaders may be in 
stronger position to take the lead in planning and recovery.  

These leaders can provide communities, local government and agencies with opportunities to 
connect people and networks, build on local knowledge, increase communication within the 
community and advocate for the community in times of need. They can provide a unique insight into 
the most effective recovery approach for the impacted community. 

KEY CONSIDERATIONS Local Government and agencies to support communities to identify current 
and emerging leaders who are trusted and willing to work with a community-led process in planning, 
relief and recovery. These cannot however represent all the views of all of the community and other 
processes should also be in place to consider other views and perspectives  

Community members should be encouraged to contribute to Municipal Emergency Management 
Planning Committee processes rather than simply rely on leaders to attend MEMPC meetings. 
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STRONG RELATIONSHIPS   

Creating a good working relationship with local government and agencies allowed combined 
strengths to be utilised to achieve desired outcomes. All members of the working group were 
patient and open to understanding the needs and concerns of the community during their recovery.  

 
“I preferred that it was run by the community. It was easier for them to have conversations 
about what they wanted without thinking of policy. It was ’this is what we want and how can 
we do it?’, rather than looking at what we can’t do because we know the policy.” – Orrin 
Pritchard, Parks Victoria 

 

Outcome: Having the “knowledge at the table” meant less time wasted to achieve the recovery 
needs of the community. It enabled positive discussions to gain understanding and supported the 
community to navigate legislation or policy, when necessary, to achieve the outcomes necessary 
for a successful recovery. 

 

CHALLENGES Some communities who are less resilient, can be more reliant on organisations and 
have high expectations.  

OPPORTUNITIES Working with communities could support local government and agencies to identify 
and understand the needs in different areas which may support their own planning for preparation 
and response. 

KEY CONSIDERATIONS Local government and agencies can ensure community is appropriately 
engaged in the decision making processes that affect them. This includes planning, response and 
relief and recovery processes. 

Similarly, community led processes should invite Council and other organisations to provide 
appropriate support and expertise, to build relationships and make safer and more informed 
decisions at the community level. 

 
COMMUNICATION  

The committee was committed to finding a simple way to support each other, check everyone was 
okay and ensure no one was excluded from information and community events. 

Finding a way to disseminate information in the Indigo Valley was initially a challenge. The 
community became creative after the realisation that they could not rely on telephone or internet 
coverage during times of emergency.   

Creating a phone tree system and a simple way to distribute a monthly newsletter has supported the 
community to feel safer and informed, resulting in people engaging more in community events. This 
will support the community in the future before, during and after an emergency.  

Good communication goes hand in hand with good community engagement. This was an asset when 
it came to identifying needs and priorities, planning and decision-making. It gave the community 
opportunities to participate in the decision-making processes, feel included, up-to-date and have the 
ability to give constructive feedback.  
 

Outcome: Good communication allowed the community to share their needs openly and discuss 
priorities for recovery and future planning to be more effective before, during and after 
emergencies.  
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Further resilience planning work with the Barnawartha community brought together leaders from 
each group within the community. The outcome of the process was a realisation that, achieving a 
safer community would be difficult, if they did not begin with increasing communications and 
connections within the community. 

 

CHALLENGES Communities and individuals cannot always rely on internet and phone connections 

during emergencies. 

OPPORTUNITIES Communities and individuals with the support of local government and agencies 

can lead discussions to improve communication and engagement. If communication, connections 

and engagement is high it may improve the dissemination of warnings and information as well as the 

supporting the consultation and decision making process.  

KEY CONSIDERATIONS State Government can continue to work with Federal Government and 
telecommunication providers to target mobile blackspots and to ensure communications are 
available during power outages. 

 
COMMUNITY DEBRIEF   

The aim of the community debrief was to hand over power to the community, so that they could 
lead appropriate closure for events and set a new direction for their recovery. Understanding the 
community needs was of major importance. 

The desire from agencies to support a positive productive session, designed to suit the needs of the 
community, included the commitment to answering the “hard questions” in a safe space so that 
community members could close the door on the event and move forward in their recovery. 
Questions submitted prior to the event allowed agencies time to prepare any information or 
documentation needed to answer the questions on the evening. 

The evening was designed to have everyone sit at tables for a meal, with people they knew, to 
enable them to relax and feel comfortable. Having a committee-member sitting at each table with 
an agency representative added to the feeling of support within the room. This also supported the 
facilitation of some questions discussed at the table level, if necessary, rather than addressing the 
whole room.  

Having health professionals in the room for support, if anyone had any personal issues arise during 
the evening, provided an added level of support to encourage people to share freely and address 
any issues. 

 

Outcome: Phoning every individual to invite them to a sit-down dinner, with good quality food, 
made a big difference to the number of attendees. The meal allowed everyone to relax and wind 
down with neighbours before the formalities of the evening began. 

 

“What a memorable event tonight at the school. Thanks everyone for your questions and for using 
this gathering to find answers. The planning behind the scenes was impeccable. Big thanks to the 
community recovery coordinator who phoned residents to personally invite us, resulting in 150 
people using our school venue to gather and debrief the fire. The facilitation was exemplary with 
warmth, food, leadership, and inclusion with all agencies represented to support us in the process.” - 
Helen McGowan 

CHALLENGES Not every community may be ready, want to have or attend a community debrief. 
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OPPORTUNITIES If appropriately facilitated, the community led process, along with the support of 
local government and agencies, can allow communities to design and develop their own process that 
will suit the needs of their situation and community. 

KEY CONSIDERATIONS Each affected community and agency should have the opportunity to debrief 
at a time and place that works for them. Not all will want, or have the capacity to undertake these 
processes. The design, implementation and success of the process should be developed and 
determined by the community, with appropriate support.   

COMMUNITY RECOVERY COORDINATOR 

The Community Recovery Coordinator built rapport with impacted community members and 
engaged with affected communities by acting as a single point of contact for both the community 
and supporting agencies to ensure that the community had their needs met during the recovery 
process. 

This was achieved by acting on behalf of the community and Council through the Recovery 
Committee, to provide advocacy, facilitate the sharing and distribution of information and 
supporting the promotion and delivery of recovery events. It also included supporting community 
initiatives when community members did not have the time or resources to make phone calls, liaise 
with agencies, follow up or conduct research into examples or best practices to support their 
recovery needs. 

The role also provided support to the Indigo Shire Council with reporting on progress and preparing 
and acquitting grant applications in relation to the recovery.   

“Was it successful because you are part of the community or is it because of who you are and 
your personality?” Nerida Kerr  
  
“This is a difficult question to answer, I had only been living in the Indigo Valley for just under 
12 months before the bushfire. I knew 30-40 percent of the residents in the Valley because 
my family and I attended community dinners each month.  

It may be that I built a level of trust because my family and I stepped in to help with the fire 
efforts when the fire broke out. I joined the Community Recovery Committee because our 
property was not fire impacted and it was one way I felt I could help the community recover. 

When I took on the role, I was committed to using my permaculture skills, continually 
observing and interacting, to support the building of community. I personally called each 
impacted resident, to let them know who I am and that I am available to work with them 
throughout the recovery process. This helped build trust and rapport. I stayed in contact via 
regular emails and the monthly newsletter to ensure they felt up to date. 

I called or emailed to invite everyone to events, ask questions or find out where they were at. 
They were happy to take my calls but I would always ask if it was a good time to talk at the 
beginning of the call. Some had issues that they felt the need to discuss and I made a point of 
ensuring that they always felt heard, even if I was not able to give them the result they were 
seeking.  

I felt that having good communication meant they felt comfortable to speak to me openly or 
in confidence. Being in and around the community helped as I always seemed to hear what 
was going on, I heard if there were little niggles and was able to make the call to clarify or 
raise any issue before it got out of control. 

Having the right contacts with agencies and the mentoring and support from EMV and DHHS 
was invaluable. They helped me to work through any challenges or questions I had in 
supporting the community or the community-led recovery process.” Karen van Huizen  



 

54 | P a g e  
 

CHALLENGES Appointing a local recovery coordinator that has the skills and trust within the 
community, within a short timeframe. 

OPPORTUNITIES Communities and Local Government would benefit from having access to an 
experienced, permanent, fully funded Community Recovery Coordinator in their region to support 
communities to lead planning for emergencies. 

This Coordinator could have the ability to provide immediate support in an emergency then work 
with affected communities, local government and community leaders to recruit extra staff needed, 
ideally from within the community, to work with the recovery. 

The Community Recovery Coordinator could support and mentor local government, locally 
employed recovery staff and check in with communities at important milestones, report back to 
government and document community progress.  

The Coordinator could continue to consult with communities, local government and supporting 
agencies to support community-led activities and programs that increase safety and resilience 
before, during, and after emergencies.  

KEY CONSIDERATIONS The State Government to continue to provide financial support for the 
appointment of Community Recovery Coordinators to support the community-led process in 
planning and recovery, and consider designated, permanent roles at a regional level 
 

COMMUNITY LED PROCESS 

Although Council and the supporting agencies did not have a full understanding of the community-
led approach prior to the event, they were committed to supporting the community to take the lead 
in their recovery.   

“Everyone worked well together as a group to ensure that the community was given the tools to 
work with to ensure they could devise a plan to suit their community needs.” – Lynne Jones – Red Cross  

 

Outcome: The community was successful in their ability to identify needs, develop solutions and 
achieve recovery goals with the appropriate level of support of local government, the community 
recovery coordinator and supporting agencies. Community members have also noticed an 
increase in communication and engagement within the community since the fires. 

 

CHALLENGES Due to various reasons, not every community has the ability to take the lead in their 
recovery. 

OPPORTUNITIES With the appropriate level of support from local government and supporting 
agencies, many communities can begin a community-led approach with planning for emergencies 
which will increase their ability to take the lead in recovery. 

KEY CONSIDERATIONS Local government and supporting agencies should work with communities to 
support them to take the lead in planning for emergencies. This can assist in also developing 
relationships to better plan, respond and recover.  
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ADDITIONAL FUNDING AND SUPPORT  

Funding to extend the community recovery coordinator role made a significant difference to the 
support recovery process as it transition from Council-led to community-led. It also supported Indigo 
Shire Council with the development of strategic documents such as the relief and recovery section of 
the Municipal Emergency Management Plan, Pandemic plan, Heatwave plan and the development 
of a strategy for community-led planning to be used in communities around the Shire. 

The mentoring and support provided for the Community Recovery Coordinator from Emergency 
Management Victoria (EMV), along with advice and support from the Department of Health and 
Human Services (DHHS) and other agencies, provided greater knowledge and understanding which 
supported the recovery process and development of strategic documents. 

 

Outcome: The extra time and support allowed community members to get to the point where 
they felt they could confidently continue their recovery without losing momentum or things 
“falling over.” They are conscious that recovery will continue for approximately five-years or 
more. Some previous recovery examples suggest that some part of the community may still 
require different types and levels of support services. 
 
The external audit of the Municipal Relief and Recovery Plan (MEMP) resulted in the relief and 
recovery section being recommended by auditors as an example of best practice in the Hume 
region.  

 
CHALLENGES The ability to continue to fund these positions in the future with escalating incidents. 
 
OPPORTUNITIES Continuing to supporting communities, who are actively leading their recovery, 
through to at last the second anniversary after an event. This may minimise common issues that 
arise at the 12-18 month mark with the opportunity to build stronger more resilient communities in 
the long term. 
 
KEY CONSIDERATIONS State Government and Local Government work together and explore avenues 
to continue to provide different levels and types of appropriate support to communities at crucial 
times in their recovery. 
 
VOLUNTEERING 

During the bushfire event and the first 12 months after the bushfires, the Indigo Valley CFA saw an 
increase in membership, those completing minimum skills training and those creating their personal 
fire plans. Eighteen months after the event the CFA observed a drop-off in engagement and those 
attending who training sessions. 

Typically, in Australia, communities “pull together” after an emergency with outsiders eager to help 
both physically or financially to get the affected communities “get back on their feet.” Once the 
“dust settles” and life seems like it is relatively back to normal, they all seem to go back to their busy 
lives and the event becomes a distant memory.  

We never know when the next event is coming or what it will be, however, evidence shows that the 
frequency of severe weather events is increasing and communities need to be prepared for 
whatever nature sends their way. 

Local government and agencies are mandated to assess the risk within their boundaries. A proactive 
community-led approach to emergencies would also include community learning from the past, 
making relevant changes and completing necessary preparation to plan for before, during and after 
an event. 
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In the wake of the 2015 Barnawartha-Indigo Valley fire, the Indigo Valley Rural Fire Brigade looked at 
how their local community may be empowered to be proactive, continue to engage and prepare for 
future bushfires and other emergencies. 
 

Outcome: Working through the process of creating role descriptions for flexible volunteer auxiliary workers 
in the Indigo Valley CFA, members of the brigade based the roles on the fact that people are generally busy 
and don’t like to attend a lot of training or meetings, but are more than willing to be involved when an 
event arises. 

 

The brigade also took into account comments from partners of those on a fire truck that felt 
“helpless” and “out of the loop” when they evacuated for the December 2015 fire. They commented 
that they would rather stay within the community in a safe space and do what they can to support 
the fire-fighting effort or recovery works. 

Brigade members suggested offering a basic level of training offered by CFA that would allow them 
to work safely within the fire shed. This could be updated before each season, allowing people to 
continue their daily lives feeling safer knowing that they are equipped help their community during a 
bushfire or other emergency.  

Brigade personnel also recognised that after an event they have a responsibility to arrange a basic 
level of support for the recovery of their “teams” by giving each volunteer the opportunity to debrief 
and to, regroup know that there is always emotional and psychological support at any time for 
anything that results from their experience.  

The Indigo Valley Fire Brigade is committed to working with CFA staff to develop these roles as part 
of the spontaneous and flexible volunteer pilot so that they may be duplicated in any community to 
encourage engagement while fostering safer communities before, during and after emergencies.  
 
CHALLENGES Navigating insurance, safety and thought processes about people being “in the way.” 
 
OPPORTUNITIES To explore new models of how people can volunteering can work and how it can 
enhance community-led planning, response and recovery. 
 
KEY CONSIDERATIONS Agencies must ensure that their teams and affected community members 

have the opportunity to debrief. This must include information and resources to support mental and 

physical health. 

CHALLENGES 

All communities will face challenges during their recovery process, which become insights or lessons 
for future emergencies. The learnings from the Barnawartha / Indigo Valley recovery may serve as 
an example to support other affected communities when challenges arise. When challenges arose, 
that were beyond the control of the community, they became frustrated and concerned about how 
they can continue to effectively lead future planning. 

This is where federal, state and local government and agencies can work with and listen to 
community concerns, to form strategies that will reduce the incidents of these challenges arising in 
future events. 

FUNDING AND SUPPORT 

The community was grateful for the funding and support that was given during the recovery process 
although at times the timing of funding, requirements and support posed challenges that added to 
an already stressful situation. Some funding and support came before the community was ready to 
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make a decision or utilise the support, while other support came too late, causing delays and 
frustration. 
 

Outcomes:  
1. The community felt the pressure to lock in a plan with details for funding, which resulted in the 
community making decisions before having time to assess their needs. When the rain and flash 
floods came in July 2016, resulting in erosion and weed issues, support was no longer available.  
 
2. Delays with roadside clearance and the commencement date of the Community Recovery 
Coordinator resulted in further loss, frustration and unnecessary confusion. 
 
3. When mental health and family issues were identified approximately 12-18 months after the 
event funding was not available to have recommended specialists deliver needed support. 

“Having someone on the ground fairly quickly after a disaster that has been trained and done 
it before is important to help guide the community through the process” – Craig Cross 

CHALLENGES Each emergency and the needs of individual communities after emergencies are 
different. 

KEY CONSIDERATIONS Funding must be available quickly. Local government needs to be well 
planned to get services on the ground immediately. Every delay can increase the impact of the 
emergency on the community. 

Agencies need to ensure an appropriate level of support continues and should check in with 
communities at specific milestones up to and beyond the second year, especially when conditions 
change that may affect recovery. 

Government funding after disasters needs to have less rigid time constraints. Flexible funding and 
timelines will allow for targeted and effective recovery as the affected community identifies its 
needs. Extended timelines and funding should allow for specialist services, such as mental and 
physical health, to be available at milestones up to 5 years, should the community see the need. 

 
ALL AGENCIES INFORMATION SESSION 

Due to some community members feeling that the initial information session did not address their 
needs, a meeting was held by the community to gauge community impact and need. This caused 
confusion with individuals who missed the initial session and attended the community meeting 
expecting agency information. 

CHALLENGES Each individual within the community will have a different experience when it comes 
to impact, the way that the impact affects them and the timing and way that they deal with their 
initial recovery. 

OPPORTUNITIES Local government could work with key community leaders and other diverse 
groups, especially within first few days, to avoid misalignment between government and agency 
messaging and community needs.   

KEY CONSIDERATIONS Community information sessions immediately following an event should be 
structured to combine the traditional agency speaking to the community approach, with a one-on-
one option to follow. This would mean agencies could address the community audience with key 
messages, and then be available at information stations around the room for individuals to approach 
with specific queries to address individual needs.  
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WORKING WITH POLICY 

The community understood that agencies had policies to follow that allow for protection of people 
and property. When people are in stressful situations, they naturally come together to support each 
other. Helping others also supports their own recovery process while building the social fabric of the 
community.  

Working with laws surrounding confidentiality proved to be difficult when working with the 
community-led process. It is important that we protect the privacy of people and information 
without restricting the good work that the community is doing to support each other and create 
resiliency.  

A community member expressed a concern about a fellow community member to ensure that they 
received support for a certain situation. They called a week or so later to ensure that their neighbour 
had received the correct support to be told “for privacy reasons they couldn’t say” 

Finding a diplomatic way of communicating that the identified person has received the support they 
need, without letting the informant know any details, would have been helpful in this situation. 

Another issue identified was when the Indigo Shire Council passed the publication of the newsletter 
on to the community. The Council, being mindful of confidentiality, was happy to email the list of 
addresses they had gathered during the recovery to ask people to “opt in” to the newsletter.  
 

Outcome: The community did not achieve a high result in those opting in, although anecdotally 
community members were happy to have their email addresses passed on. This resulted in extra 
for the communications sub-committee to contact each individual to seek permission so that no 
one was left out of communications. 

 

CHALLENGES Maintaining privacy without restricting the recovery process. 

KEY CONSIDERATIONS Key leaders and communities can engage with local government and 
supporting agencies to discuss ways of achieving goals without breeching privacy laws. 

 

COMMUNICATION  

While good communication was part of the success of the recovery process, it also presented many 
challenges. Communication comes in many forms for people to feel safe and supported. The 
community worked well at coming together to support each other but found communicating with 
agencies and others outside the community to be more challenging. 

The ability to source support and information proved difficult for some when they were directed to, 
“go on line” and given web addresses to source the information they needed. The Indigo Valley is a 
known black spot for telecommunications, after the bushfire the internet and phone services were 
disrupted, which made sourcing information online challenging.  Many felt that personal support 
was lacking when directed to sites after taking the time to phone for support. During times of stress 
the ability to think clearly is impaired, and most were looking for guidance and support rather than 
being directed to “information”. 
 

“You ring someone because you want help, not to be directed to a website. When you are 
able to get access it’s like looking at a blur”. – Briony Boulton. 

 

Outcome: Residents felt that they were wasting valuable time when trying to source information. 
Many were overwhelmed and confused and felt like they were spending hours on the phone 
resulting in further frustration and confusion.  
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Information received from local government and agencies on what work is being performed in 
relation to prevention and preparation around emergencies helps communities to feel safer. It 
provides them a basis to work from when planning and preparing their own emergency strategies. 
When this information is not communicated effectively, residents can feel uneasy and frustrated.  

Community members were looking for a basic explanation of how the MEMP guides what local 
government does to support the community before, during and after an emergency. Instead, it felt 
as though agencies were frightened to share in case it opened them up for criticism. 
 

“We live with fire in our landscape. The community should feel safe that bigger stuff beyond 
our control is being managed - agencies need to communicate what is being done – this 
would make people feel better.” - Diane Shepheard 
 

Outcome: The Municipal Emergency Management Plan and fire management practices that 
DELWP adopts were mentioned on numerous occasions during community recovery meetings. 
The community members of the committee asked to have someone explain the MEMP without 
response, apart from “it is an internal document.” 

 
After the fire some residents who abutted Crown Land near Mt Pilot faced issues due to a lack of 
communication. When residents were seeking information, their perception was that none of the 
agencies were clear about who was responsible for providing answers regarding the management of 
the Crown Land and surrounding properties. The confusion began after CFA handed over the 
management of Mt Pilot National Park area bordering private land and the neighbouring land to 
Parks Victoria just prior to Christmas   where DELWP had previously been the lead agency. When 
issues arose it resulted in what seemed like “ball tossing” between agencies for residents trying to 
find answers. 
 

Outcome: Two days after the initial fire front, Parks Victoria, under the instruction of CFA, had a 
crew burn approximately 130 unburnt acres on private land adjoining Crown land. The property 
owner was not informed prior, during or after the burn took place. When the property owners 
called to find out what was happening they found themselves being tossed from one agency and 
department to another with no-one willing to take responsibility or provide answers.  

 
“Eventually after a lot of complaining CFA came in, dumped books on the table, stating they 
had every right to do it – no apology for lack of communication. We had a unique pristine 
bush up there and now it is nothing like it was.  I can’t argue that it wasn’t necessary but 
they could have given a courtesy call to let us know what was happening on our property – It 
caused so much stress, that’s when my Bell’s Palsy started – It could have been handled 
better causing less stress in an already stressful situation”– Vicki Barker. 

 
Committee member Helen McGowan worried that momentum might be lost if there is no protocol 
or process – process was spoken of on a number of occasions by agencies, including what they saw 
as trends at the six and 12-month mark. Helen asked “What do you mean?” the answer given was – 
there is lots of knowledge out there, Benalla, Alpine, Mansfield. The process they were referring to 
was never explained or produced for the committee. 
 

Outcome: The committee felt that they were not informed on the trend that have been observed 
during recovery so that they could put steps in place to minimise the impact on the community.  

 
CHALLENGES Communities do not always have the ability to ask for what they need. 
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OPPORTUNITIES Communities invite local government and agencies to build relationships by 
working together to identify strengths and overcome common problems. This can build relationships 
and improve communication pathways. 

Supporting agencies and businesses may also offer communities the opportunity to hold information 
sessions to provide relevant information and address common need identified after an emergency. 

KEY CONSIDERATIONS Local Government to continue to be open to improving ways for key leaders 
to communicate with them. Similarly, messages to key leaders must be timely, relevant and clear to 
avoid miscommunication. This includes clarifying Council processes that are available to support the 
community to better plan, respond and recover if necessary.  

Agencies to use alternatives such as phone support for affected individuals, especially when internet 
access is limited. Telephone access may also be limited in NBN areas when internet is down.  
 

POST DISASTER ISSUES 

The post disaster issues that Barnawartha, the Indigo Valley and Leneva faced after the bushfire are 
not unique. Many communities have probably faced similar challenges and it is important that they 
are documented. This knowledge may be useful to other communities as they begin and continue to 
recover. 
 

FLOODS AND RAIN  

Many fires are traditionally followed by rain. The year 2016 was typically wet with flash flooding in 
July and August on more than one occasion. The rain hampered restoration of pasture and created 
further erosion. 
 

Outcome:  
1. Indigo Shire Council did not mulch the piles of wood created from roadside clearance, after the 
flash floods to prevent further damage to the ground. These piles were mulched in May 2017.  
 
2. Some residents experienced erosion when rain came out of the National Park and down the hill. 
This also resulted in weed seeds being deposited onto recovering pastures creating an abundance 
of weeds. Parks Victoria’s position was “nothing can be done until the rain stops.”  

 

FENCING  

Prior to replacing damaged fences dangerous trees, burnt posts and fence wire needed to be 
dismantled and removed. Replacing damaged fences in burnt areas can be costly, especially for 
residents abutting Crown land where the private land holder is responsible for the whole 
replacement cost. The Fences Act states that the Crown is exempt from contributions towards 
fencing of Crown Land adjacent to private property. It also states that where a municipal council, 
other bodies or a person who owns or manages land for the purposes of a public park or reserve, 
they are not considered to be an ‘owner’ under the Fences Act, as a result they do not have to 
contribute to fencing works for a dividing fence between that land and privately owned land.  
 
Some private land owners who were unaware of the Fences Act found that they were not insured to 
cover the full cost of fence replacement. 
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Outcome: Having fencing down for an extended period meant that feral animals, such as deer and 
pigs, were given the opportunity to take up residence in the recovering pastures, adding to the 
pressures of recovery. A few landholders managed to receive some fencing material from Parks 
Victoria after the fires while others were told that it was 100 percent landholder responsibility 
which did not seem fair. 

 
CHALLENGES Not all private landholders are aware of the Act and their responsibilities. Insurance 
companies may not ask the landholder if they abut Crown Land whilst preparing quotes and policies. 
 
OPPORTUNITIES Communities can investigate opportunities to run information sessions to support 
individuals to understand their individual insurance needs.  

INSURANCE CLAIMS   

It is assumed that each resident insures themselves adequately to cover the cost of any loss incurred 
by a disaster such as a bushfire. Although they were insured, a number of people had issues with 
processing insurance claims or getting the correct information to have a positive outcome from their 
claim. Things such as seed purchased ready for spring sowing were not insured, which left farmers 
with further losses that could not be recouped. 
 

Outcome: Affected people faced the challenge of trying to navigate the insurance and system, 
which added to the enormity of the position they already found themselves in. 

 

CHALLENGES After a disaster, people's decision-making and coping skills are often impaired. 

OPPORTUNITIES Communities can investigate opportunities to run insurance information sessions. 

This may be at community-led planning sessions to support individuals to understand their insurance 

policies and consider if they are adequately insured. 

KEY CONSIDERATIONS State Government to provide communities with access to a skilled team who 
have the ability support affected individuals through any legal and insurance challenges.  
 

SUPPORTING THOSE WHO LOST HOMES   

As part of legislated requirements initial support was provided to ensure that those who lost their 
home in the bushfire had accommodation and immediate support. As the recovery works began 
these individuals began the process of placing claims, finding temporary accommodation, dealing 
with asbestos, permits and builders while trying to establish normality.  
 

Outcome: Some were concerned that those who lost their homes were not being given the 
support that they needed to go through the rebuilding process. They were also concerned about 
them being disconnected, having to live outside the community for the interim two years or more 
until their claims are made and homes rebuilt. 

 
 “We needed people on the ground to help those who lost their house until they can 
transition to a place where they are ready to make decisions for themselves and stand on 
their own. We needed more help on the ground for them – not to be given pamphlets on 
mental health.” – Sue Schultz 

 
CHALLENGES Many who have to rebuild have not been through the building process before or may 
have further challenges such as the appropriate management of asbestos. 
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OPPORTUNITIES Communities can lead discussions to find ways to support those who have lost their 
homes, or those who may be become vulnerable after an emergency, to stay connected to the 
community and support during recovery. 
 
KEY CONSIDERATIONS Government to provide communities with opportunities to access to an 
experienced case management team to advocate for and support those who have lost homes. This 
support would be to help minimise the time that they are displaced from their home and the 
community. Support may include areas such as legal, insurance, translation, mental health and 
building. 
 

HEALTH AFTER A BUSHFIRE EVENT  

Apart from obvious health issues related to smoke inhalation and reactions to fire-fighting foam, a 
number of health issues have arisen since the December 2015 fires. Some of these issues may have 
already been underlying, however, they have shown themselves or increased in severity 12-18 
months after the event.  
 

It is worth considering if these particular health issues may have manifested as a result of supressed 

immune systems brought on by stress in the body. This stress could come from a number of things, 

such as shock after the event, body run down through trying to get the property back into working 

order or from a sense of wanting to do as much as possible for the community, or trying to avoid 

thinking about the event, to name a few. 

There are known issues within the Indigo Valley alone without formal research: 

- Bell’s Palsy 
- Boils – multiple cases 
- Colitis 
- Heart attack – multiple cases 
- Tumours – multiple cases 
- Bad flu during warmer months – multiple cases 
- Chest issues – multiple cases 
- myalgia encephalomyelitis 
- fibromyalgia 
- emphysema 
- Glandular fever and Ross river virus – multiple cases 

 

Outcome: Although anecdotal, discussions with other recovering communities and agencies 
revealed that they have also experienced ill health after a disaster. They have noticed varying 
degrees of ill health in affected communities, as well as in volunteer and agency staff members 
who have been on high alert for long periods of time during and after emergencies. 

 

CHALLENGES Research and documentation to prove link between disasters and illness can be costly. 

OPPORTUNITIES Local Government and supporting agencies can encourage people to eat properly, 
manage stress, get enough rest and have an outlet to support the management of their health 
during these times of enormous stress on the body. 
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Community members must ensure they monitor the mental and physical health of themselves and 
others around them. They must seek support to coordinate pro-active health services and arrange 
regular visits from recommended specialists, especially during pivotal times in the recovery.  

KEY CONSIDERATIONS State Government to investigate strategies to support communities, local 
government, agencies, and individuals with their health and wellbeing before, during and after a 
disaster to minimise illness caused by stress and lowered immune systems. 

 

FURTHER CONSIDERATIONS FOR COMMUNITY 

Communities and individuals are capable of taking the lead to become safer, more resilient when 
given the opportunity, time, and appropriate support. This should include appropriate sharing of 
responsibilities for planning and resourcing to better prepare, respond and recover from 
emergencies.   

Many communities can build on combined strengths to lead discussions with local government, 
emergency services and other agencies when recovering from a disaster or creating resilience.  

This is an ongoing process which includes learning from experience and continuing to assess 
community need to build safety and resilience levels.  

SUPPORT AND UNDERSTANDING – Communities should seek support from individuals, community 
leaders, local government, emergency services and supporting agencies to, understand the local 
landscape, weather patterns and potential hazards and, identify potential risks and triggers to plan, 
prepare, respond and recover from emergencies. 

CLARITY – When making decisions, communities need to be mindful of the different needs of 
individuals within the community. They should be clear with supporting local government and 
agencies about what the community needs are and when timing is right to achieve the goal.  

CREATE INDEPENDENCE – Communities need to be flexible with funding and support, whilst 
ensuring needs are met. They should avoid placing unrealistic demands on local government and 
supporting agencies, which can also create dependencies and negative relationships. 

TRAINING AND SUPPORT – Collaborate with local government, emergency services and other 
agencies or businesses, to find solutions and run activities or programs aimed at decreasing risk and 
increasing engagement and capacity.  

 

8. FINAL COMMENTS 

Indigo Shire Council and agencies supported the affected communities from the December 2015 
bushfire, forging relationships and building trust and respect to successfully identify and address 
recovery needs. All involved have learnt much from this process. 

Even though each community and every emergency presents different challenges and needs, the 
Barnawartha / Indigo Valley fire example identifies several areas for consideration which may 
support communities, state and local governments and agencies to work together. This is a 
navigation for each to find their own way in planning, responding and recovering before, during and 
after an emergency. 
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9. ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

There were many people who contributed to the recovery after the December 2015 bushfire. The 

willingness of members on the recovery committee, Indigo Shire Council, agencies, individuals and 

community groups to collaborate and work together built respect, trust and has shown how the 

community can successfully lead their own recovery with the appropriate support. 

Special acknowledgement needs to be given to the community members on the recovery committee 

who showed strength, commitment, persistence, vision and belief in the community. This enabled 

them to identify community needs and achieve recovery goals set. The recovery would have been a 

slower process without their valuable input and skills. 

The community members also need to be acknowledged for their hard work, input and ability to 

work together to improve communications and run recovery projects to build a more resilient 

community for the future. Their willingness to share their stories, comments and photos informed 

this documenting process so that we can all learn and improve from their experience. 

Thank you to the following agencies and organisations for your support, knowledge and 

commitment. 

AG Biz Assist     NECMA 

AUSNET Services    Packenham Lions – Need for Feed 

Barnawartha Development Association  Parklands Albury/Wodonga 

BlazeAid     Parks Victoria 

CFA      Red Cross 

DEDJTR      Regional Development Victoria 

DELWP      Insurance Council of Victoria 

DHHS      Salvation Army 

EMV      SES 

Gateway Health     Trust for Nature 

Green Army     VicRoads 

Indigo Shire Council    Victoria Police 

Beechworth Corrections - Landmate Program Victorian Council of Churches 

Legal Aid Victoria    City of Wodonga  

Middle Indigo Primary School   Yackandandah Lions Club 

And the many community groups such as Lions and Rotary who supported Yackandandah Lions with 
the catering for Blaze Aid. 
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10. RESOURCES 

RECOVERY RESOURCES  

EMV – Disaster recovery tool kit: Part 4 – Beyond disaster: the months and years ahead 

EMV – Disaster recovery tool kit: Part 7 – Engaging the community in disaster recovery 

EMV– Community based emergency management – Overview May 2016 

EMV – The emergency management diversity and inclusion framework 

EMV – Resilient Recovery discussion paper - 2017 

Community Based Emergency Management Project 2014/15  

Lessons learned by community recovery committees of the 2009 Victorian bushfires – May 2011 

Victoria Police - Stewarton Fire Review – Community report Dec 2014 

Victorian State Government - Review of community recovery following 2013-14 bushfires – Jan 2016 

Monash University – Disaster resilience initiative and Emergency Management Victoria: Victorian 
Community based resilience building case studies. 

Family violence after natural disaster - Women’s health – Goulburn north East 

Victorian State Government - Safer together – A new approach to reducing the risk of bushfire in 
Victoria – 2015 

DELWP and EMV - Councils and emergencies directions paper – Jan 2017 

RESILIENCE RESOURCES 

Vic SES – Community resilience strategy 2015-2018 – Dec 2015 

Australian Institute for disaster resilience – Manual 15 - Community Emergency Planning – 1992 

CFA – Community-led Planning: community guide & tool kit – Feb 2014 

Alpine Shire – Community resilience plan 2012 - 2015 
 

RESOURCES CREATED 

 

COMMUNITY-LED PLANNING TEMPLATE   
Aimed to guide and support communities to take the lead in planning with assessing risk, identifying 
priorities, capacity and formulating plans to create safer communities. 

COMMUNITY NEWSLETTER  

Formation of a local editorial group which produces a monthly newsletter to continue connections 
and engagement. 

COMMUNITY FRIDGE MAGNET   

Fridge magnet put together by the community with useful local contacts and resources to use during 
an emergency. 

WELCOME LETTER 

Welcoming new residents to the Indigo Valley, informing them of contacts, events, phone trees and 
other relevant information to support them in connect within the community. 

 


