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Executive Summary  
 

Wingecarribee Shire was significantly impacted by two major bushfires in 2019 and 
2020. The first fire known as the Green Wattle Creek Fire made its impact on the Shire 
on the afternoon of Thursday 19 December 2019. This event impacted on the localities 
of Buxton and Balmoral in the northern part of the Shire resulting in loss of property 
and significant disruptions in the way of road closures.  
 
The second major bushfire impact on the Shire occurred on the night of Saturday 4 
January 2020 when extensive ember attacks from the Currowan Fire to the south of 
the Shire crossed the Shoalhaven River into the Morton National Park. This fire also 
impacted the Village of Wingello, the eastern and southern parts of Bundanoon and 
Penrose, the outskirts of Exeter and the locality of Meryla. 
 

On the 12 May 2021, the Wingecarribee Shire Council Administrator requested a 
review be undertaken into councils’ response to the 2019/20 Black Summer Bushfires. 
This review would include Councils initial response, short term recovery including the 
establishment of Local Recovery Committees and long-term recovery including 
recovery plans. The Review was to also look at the application and utilisation of State 
and Commonwealth bushfire and recovery funding including the effectiveness of the 
Mayoral Relief Fund. The timeframe for the report was short, being presented to the 
Council meeting on the 28 July 2021. The Review looked at councils’ actions in the 
four phases of emergency management, prevention, preparation, response and 
recovery.  
 
It is important that the community understands that Local Government is not the 
combat agency responsible for all actions in responding to and recovering from natural 
disasters. However, Local Government needs to acknowledge that they are the first 
and most important port of call for their community and as such must develop their 
skills in responding to and recovering from natural disasters. Council must 
demonstrate clear leadership and decision making in times of crisis to instil confidence 
within the community. This leadership was non-existent in the response and recovery 
to the bush fires.   
 
The Emergency Management Plans for Wingecarribee Shire Council lacked content 
or were non-existent in a number of areas. The Wingecarribee Shire Local Emergency 
Management Plan had been undertaken in 2016 and updated in 2020, however the 
Local Recovery and District Ignition Plans did not exist prior to the fires. There was no 
council policy or plan on how to close parks and reserves during extreme fire danger 
periods. It is recommended that all Emergency Management Plans are reviewed and 
updated where necessary (Recommendations 1,3,4,5). It is also recommended that 
Wingecarribee Shire Council works with the Bush Fire Management Committee in 
implementing changes relating to bush fire risk identification and mitigation, as 
recommended by the NSW Bushfire Inquiry (Recommendation 2).   
 
The Chair of the Local Emergency Management Committee is the General Manager 
of Council, additionally a Local Emergency Management Officer is appointed by 
Council to undertake specific tasks. The Review found that members of Council’s 
Executive and Councillors did not have a good understanding of emergency 
management, nor did they appear to understand council’s role in a crisis. Only the 
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Local Emergency Management Officer had undertaken emergency management 
training, the General Manager and staff had not. It is important that management and 
staff are trained in emergency management, bush fire awareness and working in an 
Emergency Management Centre to ensure suitable coverage is available at times of 
crisis (Recommendations 7,9,10,11,12 and 14). 
 
Council had an appointed Local Emergency Management Officer (LEMO); however, 
the officer was on leave for a knee reconstruction and no alternate LEMO was 
identified in the months leading up to the bush fires by council.  This is a vital position 
within an emergency response and council needs to ensure that an alternate LEMO 
is nominated (Recommendation 8). Council had no staff, on call roster for the 
Christmas period which meant that there was skeleton staff available over this crisis 
period. A number of staff did go into work, even though they were on leave to assist 
the community and they should be acknowledged. It is vital that an on-call roster is 
developed by council for all holiday periods (Recommendation 13). 
 
During significant natural disasters, the Local Emergency Operations Controller 
(Police Officer) can open an Emergency Operations Centre (EOC). The 
Wingecarribee Shire EOC had significant issues with connectivity, space and 
suitability. Post the bush fires council identified a scout hall for consideration as an 
EOC. A scout hall is unsuitable and where possible, the EOC should be located next 
to the Incident Control Centre. Council should review their current EOC to either 
upgrade current assets or provide an alternative suitable EOC (Recommendation 6). 
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council staff were separated geographically, and it would have 
greatly assisted if those involved in response and recovery were co-located for the 
duration of the response/recovery (Recommendation 15). Issues arose with 
evacuation centres and the large number of people with animals presenting for 
assistance. Council should work with Resilience NSW and Department of Primary 
Industries to identify and support suitable premises for people with pets and develop 
a domestic pets evacuation protocol (Recommendation 16).  
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council did not have a Local Recovery Plan in place prior to the 
bush fires. This greatly hampered the initial and ongoing recovery effort as no local 
recovery coordinator was appointed, the recovery committee structure was incorrectly 
established (as were the subcommittee’s), and council went back to business as usual 
as quickly as possible post the fires. In the establishment of a Local Recovery Plan, 
recovery committees can be correctly established, including community 
representation on those committees, community concerns can be identified and 
addressed, and staff/volunteer welfare issues addressed as a priority 
(Recommendations 18,19,20,21 and 22).  
 
A Community Recovery Hub was established in Balmoral; however, this should have 
been a council run/supported recovery hub. Council was not aware of how to establish 
a recovery hub and no framework/toolkit existed, nor was one developed. In the 
development of the Local Recovery Plan, council should work with surrounding 
councils in the development of a framework to establish a recovery hub along with 
identifying all services (government/non-government and individuals) within their Shire 
who are available to provide assistance during a natural disaster (Recommendations 
23, 24,25 and 26).  
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The Review found that actions and follow up was extremely limited or non-existent 
within Council. There was an Internal Debrief Report (April 2020) where actions and 
improvement opportunities identified still remain outstanding.  Local Subcommittees, 
except for the Social Subcommittee have ceased to function, yet there are a number 
of actions still outstanding which have not been collated by council and assigned to 
an individual/s to complete. Similarly with the Emergency Workshop Actions (held by 
Council), limited action has been taken to progress the actions in this document 
(Recommendations 27,29,32,33 and 37). There is a clear failure by council to 
document and finalise identified actions. 
 
The Welfare of Council staff, volunteers and the community is extremely important and 
there was limited assistance provided by council in this area. In the community telling 
their story only once, Council should work with Resilience NSW, Service NSW and 
The Red Cross in the development of a tool that collects all resident information. 
Council needs to be involved but is not the primary driver.  Council also needs to 
consider and have a plan to deal with their staff’s welfare during natural disasters 
(Recommendations 28,30 and 40).  
 
There have been a number of good ideas/concepts implemented by council that need 
to be promoted and celebrated. The introduction of the Disaster Dashboard, all 
information in the one place for residents (Recommendation 31); The Response, 
Recovery and Resilience Expo 2021(Recommendation 36) along with the formation 
and activation of wildlife management plans (Recommendation 35). 
 
It is important for council to acknowledge and listen to their own employees. Council 
lacked leadership and direction during and recovering from the fires. No debrief 
session/s for staff has been undertaken to capture what worked and areas for 
improvement (Recommendation 39). It is also important to acknowledge the actions 
of council staff who performed well during the response and recovery phases. To date 
council has not acknowledged the actions of any employees or volunteers, many of 
whom went above and beyond community expectations (Recommendation 38).  
 
The applications for and distribution of grants money caused significant community 
unrest due to the lack of information that was provided by council. Council should 
consider the appointment of a grants officer post natural disasters to coordinate and 
manage grants applications and funding. A number of grants were not applied for due 
to the workload involved and council staff returning to business as usual. All future 
grants under the Black Summer Bushfire Recovery Grants Program should be applied 
for by council (Recommendations 41,42). 
 
The Mayoral Relief Fund did not exist before the fires, nor did it have Deductible Gift 
Recipient status with the Australian Taxation Office. The mayor announced the 
existence of the fund prior to obtaining this approval. This had the potential to cause 
significant issues for council and the community. When approved, the approval was 
backdated by the ATO. In moving forward, an information sheet needs to be prepared 
for Councillors on its operations, obligations and functioning of the fund. Additionally, 
consideration should be given to independent representatives being appointed to 
oversight the fund along with the establishment of permanent rules around the release 
of funding post a natural disaster (recommendations 43,44).  
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It is important for council and the community to learn from the 2019/20 bush fires so 
that the same mistakes are not repeated. It is inevitable that natural disasters will 
continue to occur, therefore council and the community must work together to improve 
community resilience. It is only through reviewing what has occurred and working 
together in establishing plan/s that the community/council will grow to become more 
resilient.   
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Scope of Review 

At the Council meeting held on the 12 May 2021, Mr May requested a review of 
Council’s response to the 2019/20 Black Summer Bushfires. The review should 
examine Council’s response to the immediate emergency response and the short- and 
long-term bushfire recovery response. The review should include feedback from 
community and agency stakeholders, as well as staff involved in the emergency 
response and recovery.  

This brief is requesting the following:  

• Review Council’s response to the immediate bushfire emergency, including 
coordination of Local Emergency Management Committee, provision of immediate 
support for bushfire impacted residents and communication  

• Review Council’s short-term recovery response, including effectiveness of local 
recovery committees and participation of regional committees, establishment and 
implementation of recovery plans  

• Review of Council’s long-term recovery plans and implementation of actions  
• Application for and utilisation of Federal and State Government Bushfire Response 

and Recovery Funding  
• Effectiveness of Council’s Mayoral Relief Fund  

It is anticipated that workshops should be held with residents in bushfire impacted 
areas. It is essential that these workshops are carefully facilitated in a manner that will 
not cause further trauma to residents.  

The review should also include feedback from staff involved in the emergency 
response, as well as key agencies such as Resilience NSW and the RFS.  

Project Timeline 
 

The initial timeline was for a draft report by the 9 July 2021, however an extension was 
sought and given until the 28 July to enable community consultation and emergency 
service/Local Emergency Management Committee feedback. 
 

Out of Scope 
 

The Review was to only review Wingecarribee Shire Councils Response and 
Recovery to the 2019/20 Bushfires. All agencies and NSW Government response and 
recovery arrangements were out of scope.  
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Findings in this report 

The evidentiary standard applied in this review is ‘on the balance of probabilities’. This 
is said to be, “In the law of evidence, the degree of certainty with which contested facts 
must be established in order to be accepted as proved. In civil proceedings, the 
contested facts must be proved on the balance of probabilities. In criminal trials, the 
prosecution must prove its case beyond reasonable doubt, a greater test of proof. It is 
the weighing up or comparison of competing possibilities. A fact is proved to be true 
on the balance of probabilities if its existence is more probable than not, or if it is 
established by a preponderance of probability. See Reifek v McElroy (1965)3 112 CLR 
517; Briginshaw v Briginshaw (1938)4 HCA 34.”  

The 1930 case of Briginshaw v Briginshaw, established two very important 
considerations for use in assisting decision-makers in determining what succeeds or 
fails in reaching this standard of proof. These are that a decision-maker must be 
satisfied of the matters before it on the balance of probabilities both: 
 

1. to a comfortable degree; and 
2. based on very clear and cogent evidence 

 

The civil standard of proof of balance of probabilities can be interpreted differently by 
different decision-makers in different forums. In its simplest form, where the decision-
maker deems that one version of events is 51% more likely than the other version, 
then the requisite standard of proof of balance of probabilities is met. While the 
balance of probabilities is a notion that is simple to understand at face value, it can be 
difficult to establish whether the threshold has been met in a given situation. 
 

Covid Impact  
 
In the development of this report, the impact of COVID-19 was considered during the 
period March 2020 – current. Whilst this may have prevented in some instances face 
to face meetings occurring, alternate means, such as online virtual meetings could 
have been facilitated.  
 
In July 2021, NSW Health Orders meant the cancellation of the two community 
meetings. The meetings were held as virtual meetings on the same evenings as the 
planned face to face community consultation meetings. The extension of the Health 
Order meant that the Review was unable to visit council further during this period, 
however we believe that this did not impact further on the findings of the Review. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
3 https://staging.hcourt.gov.au/assets/publications/judgments/1965/022--REJFEK v. McELROY--

(1965) 112 CLR 517.html 
4 http://www.austlii.edu.au/cgi-bin/viewdoc/au/cases/cth/HCA/1938/34.html 
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Acronyms 
 

APZ Asset Protection Zone  

ATO Australian Taxation Office 

BAL Bushfire Attack Level  

BCRERF Bushfire Community Resilience & Economic Recovery 
Fund  

BCRRF Bushfire Community Recovery and Resilience Fund 

BFMC Bushfire Management Committee 

BIRO Bushfire Industry Recovery Package 

BLER  Bushfire Local Economic Recovery 

CMG Consequence Management Guide  

CRO Community Recovery Officer 

DFRA Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements (DFRA) 

EMOS Emergency Management Operating System 

EMPlan State Emergency Management Plan  

EOC Emergency Operations Centre  

GM General Manager 

LEMC Local Emergency Management Committee 

LEMO Local Emergency Management Officer 

LEOCON Local Emergency Operations Controller 

LGA Local Government Area 

NDRRA National Disaster Relief and Recovery Arrangements 

NGO Non-Government Organisation 

NSW RFS New South Wales Rural Fire Service  

REMC Region Emergency Management Committee 

REMO Region Emergency Management Officer  

REOCON Region Emergency Operations Controller 

SEMC State Emergency Management Committee 

SEOCON  State Emergency Operations Controller 

SERM Act  State Emergency and Rescue Management Act 1989 

WSC Wingecarribee Shire Council  
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Community meetings 
 

It was important to meet with and listen to members of the Wingecarribee Shire 
community that were impacted by the 2019/20 bushfires. Two community listening 
events were scheduled to be held: 
 

• Wednesday 7 July 2021 - Penrose Community Hall  

• Thursday 8 July 2021 – Balmoral Village Hall 
 
Due to COVID Health Orders, the community listening events were not able to proceed 
in person, virtual online meetings were undertaken on the 7th and 8th July 2021 where 
community members were given the opportunity to talk (additional time was allocated 
where possible) and all those who participated were actively encouraged to provide a 
response to the online survey to ensure that their views were captured.  
 
The number of registered attendees varied between the two meetings. Overall, 48 
community members registered to attend the online meetings. The themes of the 
community meetings are summarised below.   

Community Submissions 
 
The Review commenced accepting public submissions on Tuesday 22 June 2021. 
The deadline for submissions was made as 7pm on Friday 9 July 2021, this deadline 
was required due to the timeframe given to the Reviewer for the Report to go to the 
council meeting on the 28 July 2021. The deadline was further extended until 9am 
Monday 12 July 2021. The Reviewer stressed that submissions only relate to Council’s 
response and recovery, not emergency service organisations or the NSW 
Government.  
 
The Review wanted to ensure that as many people as possible could have their say 
and that submissions were as inclusive as possible. Submissions were accepted 
through the WSC website (http://www.yoursaywingecarribee.com.au/bushfire-
recovery). 
 
A total 72 community submissions were made to the Review. Each submission has 
been read by the Reviewer. Permission was given to include some of the 
comments/viewpoints made in submissions into this review. A number of submissions 
were also made confidentially to the Review. 
 
The Review appreciated hearing from those affected by the fires, along with the 
thoughtful and constructive surveys/submissions that were received. The surveys 
showed a wide range of opinions on the Terms of Reference and provided a valuable 
insight on key issues.  
 
Outlined below is an overview of the major themes covered in the submissions. A more 
detailed overview is at Annexure 4. 
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Council Employee Submissions 
 
The Review wanted to hear from Wingecarribee Shire Council employees who were 
involved or affected by the 2019/20 bush fires. The submissions were circulated online 
on Wednesday 23 June 2021. The same deadline as the public submissions was set. 
The review appreciated hearing from the employees, and for their openness and 
honesty in the responses. A total of 17 submissions from council employees were 
received by the review, each has been read and their themes were similar.  

Wingecarribee Shire Council: 

The Wingecarribee Shire Local Government Area (LGA) is located 75 kilometres from 
the southwestern fringe of Sydney and 110 kilometres from Sydney’s central business 
district. The Shire has a total area of approximately 2,700 square kilometres, 56 per 
cent of which is north of the Wingecarribee River.  

It is comparable in size to that of urban Sydney, averaging 55 kilometres from east to 
west and 45 kilometres from north to south, with its geographic centre north-west of 
Berrima and its demographic centre to the south-east of Bowral. Much of the Shire is 
located at or above 640 metres above sea level.  

There are three main towns in the Shire, Mittagong, Bowral and Moss Vale. The 
Shire’s main administration building is located in the town of Moss Vale.  
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State Emergency Management Plan  
 
The State Emergency Management Plan (EMPLAN) describes the NSW approach to 
emergency management, the governance and coordination arrangements and roles 
and responsibilities of agencies. The Plan is supported by hazard specific sub plans 
and functional area supporting plans7. 
 
There are four phases or stages of an emergency. They are: 
 

• PREVENTION – to eliminate or reduce the level of the risk or severity of 
emergencies 

• PREPARATION – to enhance capacity of agencies and communities to 
cope with consequences of emergencies 

• RESPONSE –to ensure the immediate consequences of emergencies to 
communities are minimised, and 

• RECOVERY –measures which support individuals and communities 
affected by emergencies in the reconstruction of physical infrastructure and 
restoration of physical, emotional, environmental and economic well-being8.  

 

Local Capability:  
 
Responsibility for preparation and risk management rests at the local level in the first 
instance. Emergency response and recovery are conducted at the lowest level of 
effective coordination. Resources and support are augmented by Region and State 
level coordination as required9.  

 

Local Emergency Management Committees (LEMC)  

The SERM Act recognises that the involvement of local government in all stages of an 
emergency is critical (i.e., in prevention, preparation, response and recovery). 
Therefore, the emergency management structure and arrangements at local level are 
based on the Local Government Authority areas (or combined Local Government 
Authority areas).  

A LEMC consists of:  

• the General Manager of the Local Government of the relevant local 
government area is the Chairperson of the Committee  

• the Local Emergency Operations Controllers for the relevant local area(s)  

• senior representatives of each emergency service organisation operating in 
the relevant local area(s)  

 
7 EMPLAN https://www.emergency.nsw.gov.au/Documents/publications/20181207-NSW-state-emergency-

management-plan.pdf 
8 EMPLAN https://www.emergency.nsw.gov.au/Documents/publications/20181207-NSW-state-emergency-

management-plan.pdf 
9 EMPLAN https://www.emergency.nsw.gov.au/Documents/publications/20181207-NSW-state-emergency-

management-plan.pdf 
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• representatives of Functional Areas where the respective Functional Area 
representative on the State Emergency Management Committee 
determines it appropriate and resources permit  

• representatives of any other agency or organisation as determined by the 
LEMC.  

The LEMC is responsible for the following functions:  

a) give effect to emergency management policy and coordinate emergency 
management practice at a local level, consistent with information on emergency 
management policy and practice disseminated by the SEMC  

b) review and prepare plans in respect of the relevant local government area 
that are, or are proposed to be, sub plans or supporting plans established under 
EMPLAN  

c) develop, conduct and evaluate local emergency management exercises for the 
purpose of testing sub plans or supporting plans established under EMPLAN in 
respect of the local government area  

d) make recommendations about and assist in the coordination of training to 
emergency management in the relevant local government area  

e) facilitate local level emergency management capability through inter-agency 
coordination, cooperation and information sharing arrangements  

f) assist the Local Emergency Operations Controller for the area in the Controllers 
role of establishing and controlling a local emergency operations centre  

g) carry out the preparation of plans in relation to the prevention of, 
preparation for, response to and recovery from emergencies in the LGA 
(noting the responsibility for planning by Combat Agencies)  

h) carry out other functions as are assigned by the SEMC.  

Local Government 

Given the principle that emergency management and risk management should be 
conducted at the lowest effective level, Local Government has a key role across the 
PPRR spectrum. The Office of Local Government is a member of the State Emergency 
Management Committee.  

Local government roles include10:  

• convening Local Emergency Management Committees and Recovery 
Committees  

• working with State agencies to identify and prioritise risk mitigation options  

• undertaking an all-hazards approach to emergency risk management  

• working with insurers to minimise disaster risk exposure.  

 
10 EMPLAN https://www.emergency.nsw.gov.au/Documents/publications/20181207-NSW-state-emergency-

management-plan.pdf 
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NSW Recovery Plan  

The New South Wales (NSW) Recovery Plan provides a framework for recovery 
operations that can be tailored to support the affected community, taking into account 
the specific circumstances of each disaster or emergency11.  

Community recovery is best achieved within a holistic and integrated framework that 
encompasses the community, the four recovery environments and supports the 
development of community resilience, as depicted in figure below.  

 

Local Recovery Plans are to be prepared as part of the standard emergency planning 
process by the LEMC and or the REMC, building on the emergency risk management 
study for the local area. Unfortunately, only a small number of local councils prepare 
Local Recovery Plans in advance of natural disasters. Local Recovery Plans identify 
local recovery management structures, actions, roles and responsibilities and must be 
consistent with relevant State level plans. Local Recovery Plans and the outcomes of 
impact assessments form the basis for detailed Recovery Action Plans developed 
following an emergency. 

Following an emergency, the LEMC will decide whether a Local Recovery Committee 
should be established to coordinate ongoing recovery issues.  

Recovery – Local Council 

Local Council plays a key role in managing local recovery, providing services and 
assistance to the community and advice to State Government. Local Council chairs 
the Local Recovery Committee, when a Recovery Coordinator is not appointed. 
Local Council provides Executive Support to the Local or Regional Recovery 

 
11 NSW Recovery Plan https://www.emergency.nsw.gov.au/Documents/plans/supporting-plans/Supporting-

Plan-Recovery-2016.pdf 
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Committee. Local Council provides the Recovery Centre Manager and Administrative 
Support to the Recovery Centre, where established12.  

The Local Recovery Committee is the strategic decision-making body for local 
recovery. It provides visible and strong leadership and has a key role in restoring 
confidence to the community. This is achieved by assessing the consequences of the 
emergency and coordinating activities to rebuild, restore and rehabilitate the social, 
built, economic and natural environments of the affected community.  

Financial Assistance  

The Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements (DRFA) is a Commonwealth 
Government instrument which provides a financial safety net to States and Territories, 
enabling expenditure above certain financial thresholds to be reimbursed if relevant 
criteria are met. The small disaster criterion is a minimum of $240,000 public 
infrastructure damage, response and recovery costs.  

Community Views 
 

Key themes community meetings: 
 
The virtual community meetings were divided between the northern and southern 
parts of Wingecarribee Shire. The community could register for either meeting. Each 
community listening event gave a different perspective and the general themes and 
messages that we heard are summarised below: 
 

• The community was strong in their voice that council lacked empathy towards 
the bush fire affected community, no one from council checked up on their 
welfare and both groups raised the lack of any detailed submission to the NSW 
Bushfire Inquiry and the Royal Commission as examples of the lack of empathy 
shown to them by council. The General Manager refusing to speak at 
community meetings, residents being charged for rubbish bin replacement and 
water usage during the fires was also raised as small but important issues.  

• The Review heard from the community that council had no plan for recovery, 
and no up to date contact lists for those affected by the fires. The lack of 
planning meant that council resources were not fully utilised. 

• The Review heard that it was now too late to be having this conversation, many 
were appalled by the lack of response by council. 

• The Review heard constant comparisons in the response and recovery effort 
between Wollondilly and Wingecarribee Shire Councils.  

• The Review also heard many positive stories about the community recovery 
hub and the work of the volunteers there, individual acts of kindness by 
council staff doing their jobs very well (development applications staff, 
Customer Service staff, Community Recovery Officer and the Community 
Engagement Coordinator to name a few). The community echoed in a single 
voice that they just wanted to be listened to, this was important to them.  

 
12 NSW Recovery Plan https://www.emergency.nsw.gov.au/Documents/plans/supporting-plans/Supporting-

Plan-Recovery-2016.pdf 
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The Review heard about many stories of loss, trauma and pain (even now). It was 
clear that the impact of the fires upon the Wingecarribee Shire community will be long 
lasting, and that ongoing welfare support will be needed to continue to aid the 
community recovery.  

 

Key themes community survey 
 

There are extracts from the surveys included throughout the report to illustrate what 
the review heard from the Wingecarribee Shire community. Below is a snapshot of the 
major themes from those affected:  

 

• Council as a whole did not respond well to the bush fires and recovery.  

• Community meetings: lacked information and structure. Overall, there was a 
lack of information from council and the mayor was heavily criticised for his 
performance and lack of empathy at the meetings 

• Mayoral Relief Fund: Gratitude from residents that it was established. However, 
disparity between response to Balmoral to that at Wingello was clearly evident 

• Recovery Committees: Lack of community representation, council should have 
been better organised. Lack of communication from committees to community 

• Recovery plans: What recovery plans? Unprofessional and incompetent 
stakeholder engagement for recovery 

• Recovery Funding: Most funding was spent on council. A full-time grants officer 
should have been appointed. 

• Submissions to the Royal Commission and NSW Bushfire Inquiry: Council 
should have been an advocate for the community, but they showed a complete 
lack of empathy by not making submissions.  

 

Key themes council employee submissions 
 

Nearly all council employee survey responses requested that their details and 
responses remain confidential to the Review. Where appropriate their views have 
been integrated into the body of the report without acknowledgement being made to 
protect that confidentiality.  
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Declared natural disasters had also impacted upon the Wingecarribee Shire prior to 
the bush fires. This had resulted in Council allocating funding in May 2019 ($68,661) 
and September 2019 ($116,388)20 towards removal and clean up. The September 
event was still impacting upon council when these bush fire events occurred.  
 
On the 11 November 2019, the LEMO contacted the General Manager, Deputy 
General Managers, senior council staff and the Local Emergency Operations 
Controller by email. The email informs them that Catastrophic weather conditions and 
a State of Emergency had been declared for the following seven days, all LEMC 
members had been informed and put on standby. Outdoor staff were being kept in 
town along with heavy plant in case of activation. Staff were also placed on standby 
for possible road closures.  
 
The Moss Vale and Mittagong evacuation centres were placed on standby, including 
acceptance of people with companion animals. Messaging was prepared encouraging 
people to leave if they didn’t have a bush fire survival plan. Home care facilities and 
education were all placed on standby. This was a positive proactive move by the 
LEMO, council and Local Emergency Management Committee.    
 
Council made the following arrangements in preparation for the fires: 
 

• Council Liaison Officers to the EOC were organised in late October & 
November 201921 in preparation for the fires. 

• General Manager email to all staff on 11/11/19 re catastrophic fire danger rating 
and working arrangements.22 Outdoor staff allocated work in built up areas 
only23 

• As the General Manager was on annual leave, the acting General Manager 
organised on the 29/12/19 for Executive staff to meet to confirm what council 
actions were required in preparation for the potential threat24. 

 
Council was reported by individual staff members as being very flexible, obliging and 
supportive when the need arose to take leave to attend to employees own property.   
 

Staff rostering Christmas period 
 

The on-call roster for all council staff over the Christmas period appears to have been 
developed, however no evidence can be found that it was sent out to anyone. As no 
on call roster was identified, council appears to have shut down over the Christmas 
period as they normally would, with many staff taking annual leave between the 24 
December 2019 until the 6 January 2020.  A number of individuals within Council did 
attend work whilst they were meant to be on leave even though they were not rostered 
to do so.  
 
 

 
20 Interview 2/7/21 
21 WSC email 30/10/19 and 19/11/19 
22 Email WSC GM to all staff 11/11/19 
23 Email 11/11/19 WSC to staff 
24 Email WSC AGM to Executive 28/12/19 
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This team would have ensured that a central spreadsheet of activities was maintained 
and actioned on an ongoing basis, again reducing duplication of effort. The team would 
also ensure that technology, in the form of laptops and internet access was made 
available. This would have further enhanced councils’ response and initial recovery 
efforts.  
 
One example given was, a request was made for council barricades to be erected at 
the intersection of Balmoral Park Rd and East Parade and marked as ‘Residents Only’ 
due to looters in the area. Council did not respond, and residents received no 
assistance28.   
 
Council provided information that was sent internally to assist the community as 
follows: 
 

• Email 20/1/20 seeking clarification on Wingello trees and heritage value29 

• Community facts sheet provided 20/1/20 “Bushfire Recovery Information’  

• 3/1/20 Mayor on radio re community able to use saleyards. Against Local Land 
Services arrangements and no insurance coverage30. 

• 24/1/20 Free promotional deal re promotion of business 

• 13/1/20 – GM to all staff: Establishment of ‘5 staff working advisory panels’ – 
(Recovery Subcommittees)31  

• 11/11/19 Information sheets on dealing with trauma to council employees 

• Numerous emails internally with staff’s frustration on formation of committees, 
slowness of actions and communication strategies/information provided.  

 

 

 
Council’s brainstorming session re resources and committees. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
28 Email 11/7/21 
29 Email WSC GM to Exe 20/1/20 
30 Email LEMO to GM 3/1/20 
31 Email GM to all WSC staff 13/1/20 
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Community Transport to view properties  
 
The Local Emergency Operations Controller, learning from the Tathra experience, 
requested that the mayor organise transport for the community to view their properties 
before they saw any damage done on the news. The mayor organised a bus for 
community residents who along with the mayor, councils’ staff and LEOCON went to 
fire affected areas so that community members could see the damage to their homes. 
Whilst initially very confronting, all residents were very thankful for the opportunity to 
view their properties. 
 

Initial communication 
 

The overwhelming comment from the community was that there appeared that there 
wasn’t a sense of urgency by council, it was seen as an RFS issue. Whilst this is true, 
the RFS were the lead agency, council does have a role in communicating to the 
community. There was a clear lack of communication with the community, other than 
sharing the information that was already on the RFS website. Council had a 
communication team that was available, however they only appeared to use what 
other agencies posted on their webpages and there was limited coordinated 
messaging37. 
 
There had been issues in the past as to whose responsibility it was to send out 
information between council and RFS. Consideration should be given to a partnership 
approach with council and lead agency working together for the betterment of the 
community.  
 
Council was also not prepared for the volume of media attention associated with the 
various political agendas. This was summed up in “the human element of pain and 
grief was lost for minor point scoring.38”  
 
The initial communication plan and information was altered by the Acting General 
Manager to be revised to simply be a document, placed on council’s website that 
outlined councils’ legislative responsibilities during a bush fire39.   
 
Council communications did establish hourly briefings on local radio, newsletters that 
were printed and electronic and interacting with ABC radio. However, the General 
Manager would not allow messaging to go out without authorisation and the slowness 
of the messaging/authorisation meant that it was reactionary to events. This was not 
the fault of the communications team. 
 
The Mayor and General Manager were at odds with each other over the response, 
causing significant issues internally. The mayor’s attendance at community meetings 
had opinions divided, except in Balmoral where there was a significant issue in respect 
to boundary lines between Wingecarribee and Wollondilly Shire’s, where rightly or 
wrongly the locals are still talking about it.  
 

 
37 Interview 21/6/21 
38 Interview 21/6/21 
39 Email 9/7/21 and WSC Website – Bushfire Recovery- communications  
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The Review found that the mayor was divisive within the community, polarising opinion 
during the feedback sessions. A small number within the community believed that he 
did a good job, however, the majority believed that he lacked empathy towards bush 
fire victims and presented no plan on behalf of council for moving forward. There was 
also considerable comment in respect to the manner in which the mayor spoke with 
bush fire victims, as being inappropriate and lacking empathy. It was apparent that the 
mayor lacked support from some senior council staff. Clear leadership at all levels of 
council was required but was not demonstrated during this crisis period. 
 
Effective communication was hampered by a number of councillors offering assistance 
and making decisions on behalf of council that they didn’t have authority to do40. The 
Review watched the council meetings of January, February and March 2020, these 
meetings would not have instilled confidence in the community.  
 

Councillor briefings 
 

A Councillor Information Session, prepared by the Chief Financial Officer, was 
conducted on the 8 January 2020 that covered the following: 
 

• Current fire status 

• Pending risks 

• Council’s role -v- State Agencies 

• Councils’ immediate response  

• Staff impacted by current situation  

• Next steps moving forward  

• RRC Fire Incident. 
 
There was an additional Councillor briefing in January following the two community 
meetings at Southern Villages 20 January and Northern Villages 21 January on the 
feedback from the community in respect to allocation of the Commonwealth funding 
of $1m. 
  

Disaster Welfare Assistance Point 
 

Disaster Relief Grants are made available by the NSW Government41 if your home or 
essential household contents were damaged or destroyed by a natural disaster, you 
may be eligible for the Disaster Relief Grant for individuals. 

The financial assistance is provided to help people to recover from the effects of a 
disaster and re-establish a basic standard of living. It is not provided to replace 
insurance or compensate for losses. You may be eligible for financial support if the 
following apply:  

 

 

 
40 Email 11/7/21 
41 https://www.nsw.gov.au/resilience-nsw/disaster-relief-grant-for-individuals 
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Review Council’s Short Term Recovery Response, including 
effectiveness of local Recovery Committees, establishment, and 
implementation of Recovery Plans 
 

The initial council response to recovery was very slow and weak to begin with, in 
comparison to surrounding councils43. Disaster events are highly political in nature at 
all levels of government and Wingecarribee Shire Council was no exception. Several 
of the Councillors were highly critical of council in the press, instead of presenting a 
unified front for the betterment of the community. Senior council staff had minimal 
understanding of emergency management, coupled with a council that was somewhat 
dysfunctional. One council employee who was spoken to summed it up very simply in 
that “We lost the focus on what we are here for…to serve the community44”  
 
In the immediate aftermath of the Green Wattle Creek fire, it became obvious that the 
Executive of Wingecarribee Shire Council had never had to play a role in disaster 
management and recovery. WSC were seen as ‘a bit slow to pick up pace for 
recovery’. There was clearly inexperience in disaster management and there seemed 
to be a lack of urgency within council45 46. The Regional Recovery Coordinator 
engaged heavily with Council in an effort to progress recovery.    
 
The mayor initially took a lead role and had to push some of the Executive into the role 
of community recovery support. This demonstrated the clear divide and lack of 
cohesion between the mayor and council executive.  Initially a small group of WSC 
staff was working with the mayor and executive to send out information, distribute 
financial assistance (discussed in Mayoral Relief Fund below) and supporting those 
evacuated to go back into the fireground to view the damage.  
 
The second fire hit the southern flanks of the Wingecarribee Shire and council 
appeared to have ‘shut up shop’ to avoid dealing with donations and recovery hubs47.  
 

Local Recovery Plan 
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council did not have a Local Recovery Plan prior to the 2019/20 
bushfires as part of the standard emergency management planning process of the 
Local Emergency Management Committee. No evidence of an existing Local 
Recovery Plan was found. The community sentiment was “There was no plan in place 
by council48”  
 
 
 
 
 

 
43 Interview 22/6/21 
44 Interview 21/6/21 
45 Interview 24/6/21 
46 Interview 29/6/21 
47 Email 11/7/21 
48 Virtual community meeting 7/7/21 
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In the LEMC meeting, the LEOCON rightly pointed out that recovery was about 
community engagement and that a Local Recovery Coordinator, ‘in their unique 
environment with multiple affected villages would help cohesion in the recovery 
efforts’59 and strongly recommends the appointment of Local Recovery Coordinator.   

On the 24 January 2020 the Senior Manager, Strategic Planning, Resilience NSW 
responded to an email to the General Manager WSC that they did not fund the cost of 
a Local Recovery Coordinator position. There was evidence that there was 
correspondence between the General Manager and the Southern Region Recovery 
Coordinator where the possibility of the appointment of a Local Recovery Coordinator 
was raised to take over the function and relieve Council staff to allow them to get on 
with their Business as Usual. There was also discussion of a short-term appointment 
and a possible source of funding from the second-round grants made to council from 
the Commonwealth60.  

On the 25 February 2020 the Wingecarribee Shire Council Executive Meeting Minutes 
state (General Manager) “Met with Dick Adams – Recovery Coordinator not required”. 
There is no explanation as to the General Managers reasoning for this decision and it 
was against the recommendation/s of the Southern Region Recovery Coordinator (Mr 
Adams).    

The General Manager, WSC was a member of the Regional Recovery Committee 
General Managers Working Group and a member of the 10 Councils working group in 
the Canberra Southern Region prior to the fires. The Southern Region Recovery 
Coordinator and Co-Chair of the Regional Recovery Committee spent considerable 
time with the WSC General Manager, assisting and guiding them in the recovery 
process.  
 
The General Manager attended the Regional Recovery Committee meetings however, 
the information didn’t flow back to the Subcommittees or council employees61.  
 
The general feedback was that the General Manager was significantly impacted by 
the internal politics at the time and the uncertainty surrounding their own position within 
council. The relationship between the General Manger and Councillors was described 
by several people as strained and not a good relationship.  
 
The surrounding Councils of Shoalhaven, Bega Valley and Snowy Valleys did appoint 
Local Recovery Coordinators; however, it should be noted that a number of other fire 
affected councils did not appoint a Local Recovery Coordinator.  
 
 
 
 

 
59 LEMC Minutes 23/1/20 
60 Email Region Recovery Coordinator to GM WSC 24/2/20  
61 Email 11/7/21 
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Regional Recovery Committee Chair 
 
On the 14 February 2020 a meeting was held with the Chair, Region Recovery 
Committee and the WSC General Manager in a Local Recovery Workshop. The Chair, 
Region Recovery Committee put together a ‘WSC Challenges’ list under each of the 
Subcommittee headings and emailed the document to the WSC General Manager. On 
Monday 17 February 2020 the document was circulated by the General Manager to 
Council Executives with the comment “Can you please give consideration to the 
opportunities and actions that may be developed in relation to each of the identified 
challenges, particularly as they relate to your Subcommittee area. Please send back to XXXX 
and she will populate the table62”.  
 

The Review requested any feedback from the Subcommittees or actions taken against 
any of the listed challenges in the document. The Review was informed that there is 
no record of any emails back from the Subcommittees, no documents in any folders 
and no response being provided to the Chair, Region Recovery Committee63.  
 

Recovery Sub Committees 
 

An Email was sent from the LEMO to the Group Manager Organisational Development 
(14/1/20) re ‘Community Recovery Needs following a Disaster Event’ covering 
community and council representation on recovery sub committees.  
 
The WSC Sub Committees of Social, Built, Economic, Natural Resources and 
Communication were established.  
 

Sub Committee – Social  
 

The Social Sub Committee was established through Terms of Reference in February 
2020. The makeup of the Committee, including community representatives was 
recorded and minutes of all meeting was provided to the Review. The meetings are 
still held monthly and consist of approximately 23 members including council officers, 
State and Federal Recovery Agencies, local non-government agencies and 
community association representatives.  
 
The Minutes of the Sub Committee developed over a short period of time into a very 
good reference document for community activities and engagements undertaken. 
Social impacts were largely captured through meetings, where a standing agenda item 
was for agencies to discuss any issues arising in the community or identified gaps in 
recovery.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
62 Email WSC GM to Executive 17/2/20 
63 Email 9/7/21 WSC to Review  
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Sub Committee- Built 
 

The Subcommittee of ‘Built’ should cover waste management, roads and bridges, 
infrastructure, recreational facilities etc. There was a strong view that initially council 
looked after council infrastructure instead of the community64, with the Executive 
taking a very conservative approach and being slow to respond. It was felt that there 
was a missed opportunity to deploy council staff in high visibility vests into towns 
assisting people. Once the opportunity was lost it was very hard to get back in front of 
the community65. This was a sentiment echoed in community meetings.  
 
The fires saw a Section 44 declared on the 28/11/19 and revoked on the 7/2/2020 for 
the Wingecarribee Shire Council. In total the tree costs (removal etc) under the Section 
44 were for $7,090 with the inspections on the firegrounds commencing in Balmoral 
on Sunday the 22 December 2019 when a request went into council for another level 
5 arborist to assist. A contract tree and vegetation maintenance officer commenced 
on the 24 December 2019 and is still working four days a week. The firegrounds at 
Wingello were inspected commencing on 5 January 2020 assisting contractors and 
the RFS. 
 
A lot of the business around the subcommittee lacked clarity as to what was funded 
and what wasn’t. This lack of clarity slowed the response in many areas. The first few 
months saw one council member working on their own coordinating the removal of 
trees from the roadside. It was a lot of business as usual as well as fire recovery duties.   
One proactive initiative was the splitting of timber into firewood and the delivery of over 
164 tonnes of firewood to the fire affected community free of charge. An email went 
out on the 14 April 2020 to the Balmoral and Buxton WSC residents offering two cubic 
metres of free firewood. The offer was not made to southern residents as the wood 
there was mostly pine and unsuitable for firewood66.  
 

Assistance from the army 
 

On the 10 January 2020 the army reserves were brought into the Balmoral area, with 
the regular Australian Defence Force (ADF) assisting an additional two times after this. 
Council did not receive any pre warning that the ADF was attending the area until after 
they arrived and therefore were not properly prepared with taskings for them.  
 

Assistance from other councils 
 

The assistance provided by other councils to the Wingecarribee Shire Council was 
extremely useful and of great assistance to the community. Liverpool City Council 
attended in late January and assisted, followed by Sydney City Council that arrived in 
February 2020 for two weeks.  Blacktown City Council supplied their level 5 arborist 
for the whole of February 2020 where he was initially working directly with council and 
then moved to perform the role of Councils Tree and Vegetation Assessment Office 
assessing the removal of trees from private land.  
 

 
64 Interview 21/6/21 
65 Interview 26/6/21 
66 Email WSC 14/4/20  
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Staff of City of Sydney Council join Wingecarribee Shire Council crews in Balmoral  

 
Wollondilly Shire offered practical insights and documents post their experience with the 
Picton Floods to assist Wingecarribee Shire Council, however in many instances Council did 
not take advantage of these learnings. Wollondilly Shire had produced a booklet about what 
to do post disaster that was distributed to all households. This could have been easily 
replicated by Wingecarribee Shire for quick distribution to their residents but wasn’t.  

 

It’s the small things that count 
 

In Council moving forward with the development of a Local Recovery Plan, 
consideration needs to be given to ‘those little things’ that matter to the community. 
The Review heard that some of the areas that should be considered by Council into 
the future are: 
 

• Residents not being charged for replacement of rubbish bins that are 
destroyed in the fires. 

• Initial rate rebate for garbage collection when the property no longer exists  

• Replacement of street signage in a short timeframe.  

• Replacement of village signage as a ‘sense of community’ belonging. 

• Replacement of native vegetation through distribution of ‘tube stock’ by 
council to reduce erosion and provide a positive sign of stepping forward.   
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Sub Committee – Economic 
 

There was very little information to be found on the Economic Subcommittee as the 
Chair is on long term extended leave from Council and there was no written or verbal 
handover to the Coordinator, Tourism. This again demonstrates the poor record 
keeping by Council of any minutes or actions from the Recovery and Subcommittees. 
 
The Recovery process from an economic viewpoint, lacked direction and leadership 
on how council could have provided assistance. The Subcommittee only met on 
approximately three occasions and the minutes of the meetings, if taken, cannot be 
located.  
 
Tourism, seizing the initiative and separate from the Economic Subcommittee has 
applied for and been successful in their applications for stimulation monies as follows: 
 
Round 1 and 2: WSC Destination Southern Highlands68  
 
This was a grant for $75,000 which initially started as ‘Share the Love’ and then 
developed into the Buy Local online and Plan Your Visit which is designed to 
encourage locals and future visitors to pre purchase and plan their future visits and 
support local businesses. This has been impacted by COVID Health restrictions, but 
the monies have been fully allocated.  
 
Oz Trade 2020 
 

There are four project grants applied for and successful as follows: 
 

1. Heritage time – Wonder the Wingecarribee ($30,000) expended 
2. Marketing Pie Time 2021 ($40,000) expended 
3. Southern Highlands Business Events (Regional Conferencing) ($20,000) Covid 

impacted due to travel restrictions 
4. Save for the Unexpected ($50,000) unspent. 

 
Regional NSW 
 
Through Regional NSW a grant has been applied for in the vicinity of $75,000 in 
respect to the Tulip Time Event. This is to promote visitors to the Region. 
 
 

Sub Committee – Natural resources 
 

The sub-Committee already had strong working relationships with agencies, so it was 
seen as a continuation of operational arrangements. One difficulty was that all 
communications had to go via the General Manager, this again slowed down the 
process.  
 
 

 
68 www.visitsouthernhighlands.com.au 
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The first newsletter (email) went out from the subcommittee on the 8 January 2020 
and then subsequent newsletters on the 15 January, 20 January, 27 January, 7 
February and 9 March 202 (copies provided). This was a very positive proactive action 
by council in ensuring that the community was kept informed with the information also 
being placed on council webpage.  This simple format could have been adopted by 
other subcommittees.  
 
Caring for Carers – There was an Incident Response meeting on the 19/12/19 where 
information was shared, gaps identified, and a summary of meeting actions 
summarised. Bushfires and Koalas was produced in early January 2020 that was an 
overview of how council will support local wildlife carers during the bushfire season.  
 

The Sub Committee Chair went to the Extraordinary Environment and Sustainability 
Advisory Committee on 18 March 2020. Agenda item 3.1 was the Program of Works 
for $100,000 Flora and Fauna Recovery under the Commonwealth Disaster Recovery 
Grant. This Advisory Committee is an established committee with four community 
representatives. The Advisory Committee put forward a recommended works 
schedule covering a variety of programs for the benefit of the community as outlined 
in the meeting documents69.  
 

Sub Committee – Communication  
 

The Communications Subcommittee was established but initially lacked coordination 
and an understanding of what the role was70. There was also initial push back 
internally within Council as to who was to be the Chair of the Subcommittee. In the 
communication sphere, everything appeared to be politicised. The example supplied 
was the front-page article on the Daily Telegraph (27/1/20) “Council’s fees for fire 
victims to rebuild” This went viral on the Paul Murray Program71, 7News72, 2GB73, ABC 
News74 and continued into February. The view was that the General Manager was shy 
of the media and there was very little proactive media.  
 
Council view was that they were not the lead agency in the bush fires, so they 
reproduced what other agencies had provided. The subcommittee reported that they 
were not able to get newsletters out as other subcommittees did not provide content75 
and there was no funding for the coordination.  
 

There was no formal training provided in emergency management, mental health 
and/or empathy training when dealing with the community in times of crisis, prior to 
the event for communications staff. This would have greatly assisted as customer 
service staff were continually abused by some sections of the community for simply 
doing their job and they were the frontline communication source. There was also a 
clear political divide with councillors and the information provided76.  

 
69 Extraordinary Environment and Sustainability Advisory Committee documents 18/3/2020 
70 Interview 21/6/21 
71 Paul Murray Program 30/1/20 
72 7NEWS 27/1/20 
73 2GB 31/1/20 
74 ABC News 31/1/20 
75 Interview 21/6/21 
76 Interview 21/6/21 



 

 51 

There were 25 media releases and alerts issued in a three-and-a-half-month period 
between mid-December 2019 and 31 March 2020 (examples were provided) and for 
each of the above media releases, a corresponding ‘tweet’ were posted on Twitter. All 
media releases and alerts were distributed through the regular local and regional 
distribution list as well as being posted on the WSC electronic media centre at 
http://media.wsc.nsw.gov.au. In the same period, there were approximately 140 
Facebook posts that were shared from agencies such as NSW RFS, NSW RFS 
Southern Highlands Team, Office of Emergency Management, Local Land Services 
NSW Department of Primary Industries, NSW Health and Services NSW. 
 
The Communication Subcommittee developed the Communication Strategy ‘Bushfire 
Recovery Wingecarribee77’ that is based on the Resilience NSW – Communicating in 
Recovery template. It is a comprehensive document; however, it does not appear to 
have been used by Council Executive.  
 
In support of the above document, the Subcommittee undertook a communication 
needs analysis that is a comprehensive analysis of the audience and needs for 
communication. The document was prepared but there is no evidence that it was 
implemented by Council Executive.  
 

Community Meetings 
 
There were a number of meetings undertaken with the community that were small and 
sometimes unannounced. There was difficulty in providing this information to the 
Review as the information is not centrally recorded.  
 

• 23/12/19  Bus load of residents taken into Balmoral (mayor) 

• 27/12/19  RFS meetings in Southern Villages and Avoca 

• 28/12/19  Bundanoon and Wingello Hall meetings with mayor 

• 30/12/19  Mittagong RSL Community meeting 

• 9/1/20  Planners at Balmoral Hall by appointment 

• 13/1/20  Buxton Recovery meeting held by Wollondilly. WSC in 
   attendance 

 
Community meetings were held at the Southern Villages 20 January and Northern 
Villages 21 January 2020 to listen to the expectations of the community in respect to 
the spending of the $1m in Commonwealth grant money. These meetings are 
discussed throughout this report.  
 
Two Community Recovery meetings were held for residents of fire affected villages: 
 

• Thursday 20 February 2020 6pm – 7.30pm in Wingello Community Hall 

• Monday 24 February 2020, 6pm - 7.30pm in Balmoral Village Hall 
 
 
 

 
77 Communication Strategy February 2020 
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Development Applications 
 

Post bushfires Wingecarribee Shire Council has received a total of 44 development 
applications, there were for 22 dwellings and 31 outbuildings (noting that some of the 
applications have included multiple structures i.e., dwelling and shed) the total number 
of building approvals is 53.  
 

Council figures provided showed that the median total determination time was 19.5 
days (including the time from start to finish, including the stop the clock days where 
Council has requested and was waiting on information from the applicant). The median 
assessing days determination time was 13 days, including days that council used to 
assess and determine the application and does not include the period (if any) where 
additional information was requested from the applicant.  
 
On the 27 January 2020 Council received adverse media for alleged council fees that 
were going to be charged to bushfire residents who had lost their home. The first 
development application for a bushfire impacted property was received by council on 
the 14 February 2020 (carport replacement) and the first development application for 
a dwelling was lodged with council on the 6 March 2020. At the two community 
meetings, residents complemented the WSC staff involved in development 
applications for their understanding and promptness in processing their applications.  
 

Rebuild Program 
 
Resilience NSW reported only two rebuilds through their program from the Local 
Government Area up until June 2021. Neither application had a BAL (Bushfire Attack 
Level) Report provided by council with both being undertaken by a private company. 
A small number of councils did their own BAL reports for residents, the majority did 
not. It was dependent if council had staff that held the required qualifications87.  
 

Royal Commission submission  
 
The Bushfire Royal Commission was established by the Commonwealth to review all 
aspects of the 2019/20 Bushfires. On information provided, the night before 
submissions closed, the General Manager and Deputy General Manager requested 
information from the Local Emergency Management Officer by 10am the next morning 
to enable the submission to meet the deadline.88 Wingecarribee Shire Council missed 
the opportunity to be a voice for their community at the Royal Commission. The 
Review believes that Council greatly underestimated the sentiment and need within 
the community to be heard and the community saw this as continued lack of empathy 
by council towards the community89. WSC should have undertaken the role of 
advocate on behalf of the community.  
 

 

 

 
87 Email 5/7/21 Resilience NSW 
88 Interview 21/6/21  
89 Virtual Community meeting 7/7/21 
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Fire Fighters Memorial 
 

The unfortunate deaths of Mr Keaton and Mr O’Dwyer (NSW RFS) saw a memorial 
laid in the playground at Telopea Park Buxton. There were very strict guidelines 
around the unveiling of the memorial (5 December 2020) under NSW Health 
Guidelines and the wishes of the families. Whilst the Review understands that some 
community members were unhappy that this unveiling was not open to everyone, it 
was appropriate for the circumstances at the time.  
 
There was a roadside memorial organised by Mr Pepping of Wingecarribee Shire 
Council as it was on the council’s boundaries and permission had to be gained from 
the resident. It was a small ceremony as per the wishes of the families.   
 

 
Roadside memorial honouring the memories of fallen Rural Fire Service  
volunteers Geoffrey Keaton and Andrew O’Dwyer who died during the  

2019/20 Black Summer bushfires.  
 

The residents of Balmoral have expressed a wish to have something commemorative 
placed into the Balmoral Village Green for the two-fire fighters. This should be 
negotiated through the NSW RFS and consider the wishes of the families.  
 

Closure of Community Recovery Hub 
 

The volunteers at the Community Recovery Hub, spent a lot of their own money on 
phone calls, internet access, printing, cleaning products, toilet paper and the provision 
of food to those in need. There was no council allocation of funds to assist/reimburse 
these volunteers. At the closure of the Community Recovery Hub, the Wollondilly 
Mayor took flowers and chocolates up for the volunteers. Wollondilly Shire Council 
also acknowledged all of the work of the volunteers in their Australia Day Awards. 
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Funding applications – Commonwealth and State Governments 
 

Disaster Declarations: 
 
A disaster declaration is a frequently updated list of Local Government Areas (LGA) 
that have been declared a natural disaster. Disaster declarations are issued by the 
NSW Government and include an Australian Government Reference Number 
(AGRN). If an area has been declared a disaster, affected communities and individuals 
may have access to Disaster relief assistance. 
 

Disaster Relief local councils 
 

• Public infrastructure and assets 

• Waste Levy  

• Disaster Risk Reduction.  
 
The two evacuation centres at Moss Vale and Mittagong were able to claim costs back 
for the use of the premises as an evacuation centre. It is unknown if the Moss Vale 
Services Club claimed, the Mittagong RSL did not claim any expenses. The RSL 
provided thousands of meals for the RFS and other emergency services/agencies 
during the fires. The base cost of meals, that were packed by volunteers, was 
reimbursed by the RFS. The RSL would not claim any costs associated with feeding 
evacuees etc as they view the expenditure as their contribution to the welfare of the 
community93.  Both facilities are extremely community minded and should be 
commended for the services they provided during the bush fires. 
 

Commonwealth Government Disaster Recovery Grant 
 
On the 9 January 2020, the Commonwealth announced funding to affected councils 
of $1 million. At the time of release of the funds, the Commonwealth stated that it was 
an initial beginning helping the repair and rebuild process. Funding was for projects 
and activities that Council deemed essential for recovery and renewal of their 
communities, including   

• Rebuilding damaged or destroyed council assets such as key local roads, 
bridges, and community facilities.  

• Employing additional local staff to take on specialist recovery or planning roles 
to help coordinate and plan the rebuilding effort.  

• Hosting new public activities and events to bring communities together and 
attract visitors back to affected regions; and  

• Immediate maintenance and repairs to relief and evacuation centres. 

This funding was confirmed in an email to Council on behalf of the Department of 
Infrastructure and Regional Development on the 9 January 2020.  
 

 
 

 
93 Interview 21/6/21 
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The Extraordinary Environment and Sustainability Advisory Committee on the 18 
March 2020 discussed the issue of funding allocated to “Establishment of an informal 
passive recreation area96”. The Advisory Committee found “There is no plan of 
management under the NSW Local Government Act for Balmoral Reserve, although 
Council has previously adopted the WSC Parks Strategy which identified this park as 
a bushland reserve. Without an adopted plan of management, Council cannot change 
the nature and use of the site…. Given the significant threatened species on the site, 
it is not a certainty that a park will legally be able to be established97”. 

On the 6 February 2020 the General Manager wrote to the Trustees, Veolia Mulwaree 
Trust in respect to Councils grant funding to the RFS Memorial at Telopa Park Buxton. 
The General Manager confirmed the amount of $15,000 was allocated along with 
Councils full support for the project98.  

Funding Grants 
 

The funding provided by the Commonwealth and State Governments fell into the 
following categories: 
 

• BCRRF - Bushfire Community Recovery and Resilience Fund 

• BIRO – Bushfire Industry Recovery Package 

• BLER – Bushfire Local Economic Recovery 
 
A comprehensive breakdown of grants and funding was provided by council to the 
Review. This was cross referenced with the data provided by Resilience NSW to that 
of WSC. In collaborative Projects funded where Wingecarribee Shire Council received 
a benefit the amount totalling $8,618,683.0099  
 

Fire Affected Residents List  
 

One issued raised internally was that Council did not have a succinct list of fire affected 
residents moving forward. Council had a list of the fire affected residents; however, it 
had not been updated as to where they had relocated to whilst their property was 
rebuilt or repaired.  
 

The example provided was that for the Environmental Protection Agency – Bushfire 
Recovery Program – Green waste clean-up and processing in January 2021. The 
purpose of the grant is to clean up bush fire generated green waste which fell outside 
the Laing O’Rourke clean up contract on public and private lands. A total of 824 
residents were considered as ‘fire affected’ so letters were sent to them, 232 
responded and were assessed through Stream A funding by two arborists. In total 174 
sites were considered eligible under the program with 134 located on private property. 
Council applied for Stream B funding on the 30/6/21 for $4.6 million.   
 

 
96 Extraordinary Environment and Sustainability Advisory Committee 18/3/20 
97 Extraordinary Environment and Sustainability Advisory Committee 18/3/20 
98 Letter WSC GM to Trustees Veolia Mulwaree Trust 6/2/20  
99 Resilience NSW LGA Collaborative Projects Summary. 
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Grant’s Breakdown 
 

The Review identified that funding had been applied for under the following schemes. 
The individual projects were provided to the Review, however as some are still going 
through the approval phase, individual projects were not identified in the report. 
 

• BCRRF Phase 1 

• BCRRF Phase 2 stream 1 (4 projects) 

• BCRRF Phase 2 stream 2  

• BLER – Fast tracked priority projects  

• BLER Sector Development grants (4) 

• BLER Fund, stage 2 (3)  

• Commonwealth $1m (as previously listed) 

• Commonwealth Austrade (4)  
 
Regional/State projects  
 

• BCCRF Stream 2 phase 2 (7) 

• BLER Fund stage 2 (3)  

• BLER Sector Development Grants (2)  

A summary of the programs and activities Council has undertaken since the 
devastating bushfires can be found in their most recent Annual Report: 
https://www.wsc.nsw.gov.au/Council/Council-Reports.  

The natural disaster declaration on 1 January 2020 meant that council was able to 
access DRFA (Commonwealth) disaster funding for repairing/reconstructing transport 
assets. This declaration meant that council was reasonably assured that emergency 
works, and immediate reconstruction works could be commenced, and the costs could 
be later claimed under DRFA. There are still @$1million Essential Public Asset 
Restoration Works (EPARW) that have only recently been approved and can now be 
undertaken with a completion date of June 2022105. The Review had to source this 
information separately because there is no central register of grants held by council.  
 

Grants not applied for 
 
The Review found it extremely difficult to locate a comprehensive list of grants 
provided by State and Commonwealth. The following is a sample of what we were 
able to find in grants that were not applied for by Wingecarribee Shire Council 
 

FenceCycle Bushfire Program 
 

The program offered up to $10 million in grants to assist councils with the collection 
and recycling of the metal components of burnt fencing from bushfire affected rural 
landholder. Grants ranged between $20,000 to $500,000106. This included costs for 
collecting and storing. Applications closed on the 15 March 2021. On the 2/3/21 an 

 
105 Email WSC to Review 12/7/21 
106 EPA Facts Sheet  
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email was forwarded by a community member raising this issue with Council and 
requesting that on behalf of residents, council apply for the grant107. Another resident 
forwarded a draft amendment to the Green Waste letter for all residents that could 
have been used for the FenceCycle Program.  
 
Council responded108 to the community request to apply for the grant with the 
following: 
 

Unlike the burnt green waste program, the Fence Cycle bushfire program does not have an 
initial assessment phase, which would permit Council to collect data on which it could 
reliably use to submit a grant application. 

The basis of the application would require some understanding of the amount of material 
on the ground, unfortunately this is not information we have.  

After speaking to other Council staff who attended Community Recovery Sessions, the 
removal of burnt fencing was also not an issue that was raised consistently at these 
meetings.  

Those issues aside, you may not be aware that Council’s Community Recycle Centre (Located 
at the RRC) accepts scrap metal and steel free of charge. 
We have received a number of positive comments from residents who have been impacted 
by the bushfires who have used this free service to dispose of burnt fencing material.  

Based on the above factors, and the existing free of charge service already available through 
the RRC, Council has not lodged an application for funding under the Fence cycle program.  

Therefore, council did not apply for this grant and is seen by the community as an 
opportunity lost and a cost to them. Council had not factored in the fact that many 
community members could not transport their own waste as they had lost their vehicles 
and trailers in the bush fires. The task of loading and unloading the material was also 
overlooked by council in that the task may have been physically demanding and beyond 
the capabilities of some of the elderly residents. The grant included the cost of a 
contractor to collect, store and dispose of fencing.  

Fundraising – FireAid Concert 
 

FireAid 2020 was held on 24 January 2020 at the Bong Bong Picnic Racecourse, 
Bowral. The concert was hosted by Julia Zemiro and appearing alongside John 
Waters was Darryl Braithwaite, John Paul Young, Megan Washington, Jack Jones, 
Margaret Urlich, Leo Sayer, Stewart D’Arrietta with the songs of Leonard Cohen 
and more. Justine Clarke also joined in to entertain the kids. 
 
The Southern Highlands Foundation was chosen by John Waters and Leo Sayer 
to manage the distribution of funds raised at FireAid. Council had a representative 
work with the Foundation to ensure that funds were distributed to legitimate bush 
fire affected residents. 

 
107 Email community member to council 2/3/21 re FenceCycle Program  
108 Email 10/3/21 WSC council to community member 
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Effectiveness of Council’s Mayoral Relief Fund 
 
On Monday 21 June 2021 the Chief Financial Officer and Financial Accountant for the 
WSC were interviewed in respect to the establishment of the Mayoral Relief Fund and 
allocation of funding.  
 
Prior to the 2019/20 bushfires, a Mayoral Fund existed, however it was in the form of 
a Trust Fund and did not have the status of Deductible Gift Recipient (DGR) with the 
Australian Taxation Office. This was essentially an emergency relief fund that had 
operated for a number of years110.  
 
On the afternoon of the 19 December 2019, the Green Wattle Creek fires impacted 
upon the WSC. On the 23 December 12019, the Mayor, Councillor GAIR announced 
‘the establishment’ of a Mayoral Relief Fund, even though approval as a Deductible 
Gift Recipient through the Australian Taxation Office had not been approved. The 
mayor, through his announcement, prior to the establishment of the fund, placed 
council in a position that had the potential to cause significant issues for both council 
and the community. 
 
WSC Finance established a separate bank account into which donations could be 
made. Inquiries commenced to ensure that donations made to the Mayoral Relief Fund 
were tax deductible, this required endorsement by the ATO as a Deductible Gift 
Recipient (DGR). WSC reviewed all available information, including Mayoral Funds 
already established by neighbouring councils and established that the most 
appropriate endorsement under the establishment of the fund was ‘a public fund for 
persons in necessitous circumstances’. 
 
WSC finance staff worked to ensure that donations made were in line with ATO 
guidelines and were potentially tax deductible. On the 9 January 2020 a letter was 
forwarded to the ATO requesting the status of DGR, along with Governing Principles 
for the Fund, with a number of clarifications sought from the ATO until final approval 
was granted on the 7 February 2020. This was backdated to the 23 December 2019, 
alleviating any potential embarrassment for council and the mayor. The ATO ensured 
that the application was fast tracked. The fund was established on the basis that it will 
exist in perpetuity, ensuring that the fund is available for immediate use in future 
natural disaster events. 
 
The mayor established the Mayoral Relief Fund with a donation from Council of 
$50,000. The WSC established Mayoral Relief Fund Rules111, that covered all of the 
requirements of the establishment and operations of the fund, including an oversight 
committee to ensure compliance.     
 
 
 
 
 

 
110 Mayoral Relief Fund Annual Report June 2020 
111 WSC Mayoral Relief Fund Rules 
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The Mayoral Relief Fund provided assistance with two distinct rounds being offered112.  
 
The first round of assistance: 

• Financial assistance to individuals ($250) and families ($500) in bushfire 
affected areas 

• Balmoral and Buxton residents were eligible upon proof of residence 

• All other residents in bushfire affected areas (e.g., Wingello, Exeter, 
Bundanoon, Wombeyan Caves) needed to demonstrate loss or damage to 
property or outbuildings (Primary place of residence). 

 
The second round of assistance: 

• Financial assistance $1,000 to property owners where primary place of 
residence was destroyed.   

 
The initial release of funding was in the form of gift cards ($250/$500) in bushfire 
affected areas to ensure monies remained within the community. Once established 
WSC moved into Electronic Fund Transfers (EFT) to reduce any stigma associated 
with applications for assistance. The Fund was advertised through media (Press 
releases), the WSC website, information at Recovery Centres and on local radio. In 
their annual report 2019/20 WSC states “the distribution of cash cards to bushfire 
affected residents in Balmoral on 24 and 27 December 2019”. There is no evidence 
that cash cards were distributed to fire affected residents in Wingello.   
 

 
Balmoral Village Hall with WSC staff providing immediate financial  
support from Mayoral Relief Fund 

 
A Financial Assistance Application Form was developed online for the Mayoral Relief 
Fund along with the availability of a separate financial hardship application. The 
applications were also cross checked with Service NSW Rate Notice Relief to ensure 
those applying were entitled to assistance. This is viewed as good practice by WSC.   
 

 
 
 

 
112 Mayoral Relief Fund Annual Report June 2020 
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Annexure 1 – Documents Reviewed 
 
The State Emergency and Rescue Management Act (SERM) 1989 
 
The State Emergency Management Plan (EMPLAN) 
 
NSW Recovery Plan 2016 

National Principles of Disaster Recovery 
https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/resources/national-principles-disaster-recovery/ 

Australian Disaster Resilienc Community Recovery Handbook 
https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/resources/handbook-2-community-recovery/ 

Resilience NSW Recovery Tool Kit  

Communities responding to Disasters Planning for spontaneous volunteer’s handbook 

National Guidelines for managing Donated Goods. 
https://dcsi.sa.gov.au/ data/assets/pdf file/0004/1894/national-guidelines-for-
managing- donated-goods.pdf 

Wingecarribee Shire Council – Internal Debrief Report ‘Council Response to 
Bushfires’ (April 2020) 
 
State Emergency Operations Controller letter to Review 29/6/21 re appointment of 
LEMO/REMO 
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council LEMC Local Emergency Management Plan - June 2016 
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council LEMC Local Emergency Management Plan – Oct 2020 
 
Operations Coordination Plan –  Wollondilly/Wingecarribee Bush Fire Management  
Committee  
 
District Ignition Prevention Plan – Draft template only – not completed 
 
Wollondilly/Wingecarribee Bush Fire Management Committee – Bush Fire Risk 
Management Plan (2015)  
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council LEMC – Consequence Management Guide 
‘Evacuations’. 
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council LEMC – Consequence Management Guide ‘Bushfire’. 
 
South Eastern Emergency Management Region Operations Contact Directory. 
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council website 
https://www.yoursaywingecarribee.com.au/bushfire-recovery 
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Wingecarribee Shire Council – Local Recovery Action Plan (Social, Natural 
Resources, Built, Economic) January 2020  
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council – Social Recovery Subcommittee Meeting Minutes  
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council – Social Recovery Subcommittee Review of 2020 Terms 
of Reference (March 2021)  
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council – Communications Recovery Sub Committee – 
Communications Strategy February 2020 
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council – Communications Recovery Sub Committee – 
Communication needs analysis  
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council – Grants and allocated funding list  
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council – Emergency Workshop Action 17 August 2020 
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council – Executive Emergency Recovery meeting minutes 10 
January 2020 
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council – Emergency Recovery Committee meeting minutes 13 
January 2020 
 

Wingecarribee Shire Council – Expenditure of $1m Disaster Recovery Funding – 
Community meetings Southern Villages 20 January 2020 and Northern Villages 21 
January 2020. 
 

Email General Manager to Council requesting formal approval to establish a Recovery 
Committee 20 January 2020.  
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council Local Recovery Plan PowerPoint presentation by John 
Burgess 15 January 2020.  
 

Wingecarribee Shire Council Local Recovery Committee Meeting Minutes 4 
February 2020 
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council Local Recovery Subcommittee Meeting Minutes 6 
February 2020 

 
Email and Actions attachment, Director South East Region, Regional NSW to General 
Manager WSC 16 February 2020 
 
Email Recovery Coordinator Resilience NSW to General Manager re-establishment of 
independent Recovery Coordinator 24 February 2020. 
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council Executive Meeting minutes 25 February 2020 (Recovery 
Coordinator not required)  
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Report for Wollondilly Shire Council – Review of Community Recovery Hub Model 
June 2020  
 

Wingecarribee Shire Council Internal Debrief Report – Council Response to Bushfires 
– April 2020 

 
LEMC Minutes from meeting 23/1/20  
 
Green Wattle Creek & Morton Fires After Action Review (LEMC) 
 
Email 21/8/19 requesting alternate LEMO within Council 
 
Written submission Mr George Nowra. 
 
Community Recovery Needs Following a Disaster Event 
 
PowerPoint for Councillor Information Session 8 January 2020.  
 
Email General Manager to all WSC staff re leave entitlements and allowances 9/1/20 
 
Email WSC Council re $1m from Commonwealth Government  
 
Local Government in Emergency Management  
 
Email LEMO to Group Manager for permission to undertake actions in their role as 
LEMO 30 November 2020. 
 
Email 25/11/19 Deputy General Manager to General Manager re closure of playing 
fields and reserves  
 
Agenda for Extraordinary meeting of Council 29 January 2020 
 
Bushfire Recovery Funding Register (Commonwealth/State)  
 
Community Recovery Officer Program – Information Pack (July 2020)  
 
Wildlife Care Education – Bushfires, Burns and their Management September 2020 
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council Annual Report 2019/20 
 

Live Steam/Recorded meetings 
 

Wingecarribee Shire Council Extraordinary Council meeting 29 January 2020 
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council Extraordinary Council meeting 6 February 2020 
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council Extraordinary Council meeting 12 February 2020 
 
Wingecarribee Shire Council - Council meeting 26 February 2020 
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Southern Villages Community Recovery Meeting 1 – 20 February 2020 – Wingello 
Community Hall 
 
Villages Community Recovery Meeting 1 – 24 February 2020 – Balmoral Village Hall.  

 

Media Releases 
 

Wingecarribee Shire Council Tweets 19 December 2019 
 
Mayoral Relief Fund set up to support locals – 23 December 2019  
 
Financial Assistance for Bush Fire affected residents – 24 December 2019  
 
Bushfire recovery update – 8 January 2020 
 
Bush Fire Recovery Phone line – 13 January 2020 
 
Councillors vote to allocate federal funding at extraordinary meeting – 31 January 
2020 
 
Extraordinary meeting called for Thursday 6 February – 3 February 2020.  
 
Councillors vote to waive all bush fire rebuilding costs – 11 February 2020. 
 
Council to host Bush Fire Community Recovery meeting – 13 February 2020. 
 
Mayoral Relief Fund update – 26 February 2020 
The Daily Telegraph – 27 January 2020 “Council’s fees for fire victims to rebuild” 
 
Sky News, Paul Murray – 3- January 2020 “Council slugs bushfire victims fees”  
 
7 News 30 January 2020 “NSW Bushfires: Residents are being charged thousands to 
rebuild their homes”  
 
2GB – 31 January 2020 Ben Fordham – Devastated firefighter tears up at suggestion 
they failed to save town 
 
ABC News – 31 January 2020 – Councils call for more autonomy to spend bushfire 
recovery funds”  
 
ABC News – 5 February 2020 – Bushfire victims in NSW to get local council rates 
relief this quarter” 
 
Daily Mail – 31 January 2020 – Bushfire victims are charged tens of thousands of 
dollars to rebuild their homes by a heartless council which is accused of cashing in on 
the disaster” 
 
2GB – 31 January 2020 - Ray Hadley – “Sack us all: Councillor wants heads to roll 
over insensitive bushfire response” 
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Mayoral Fund: 
 

Letter WSC to Australian Taxation Office – DGR endorsement for Mayoral Relief Fund 
9 January 2020. 
 

Letter ATO (Deputy Commissioner Taxation) to WSC requesting additional 
information re deductible gift recipient 23 January 2020  
 
Email Correspondence ATO/WSC requesting additional information 24 January 2020  
 
Email correspondence WSC/ATO in response to request for additional information 
31 January 2020. 
 
Email correspondence Chief Financial Officer to Committee Members clarification 
Balmoral/Buxton residents eligible, update on availability 5 February 2020 
 
Email Chief Financial Officer to Executive re ATO fast tracking for DGR endorsement 
7 February 2020. 
 
Email Chief Financial Officer to Committee Members clarifying donation of gift cards 
to local schools 24 March 2020. 
 
Email Deputy General Manager to Counsellors and Committee members to attend 
Finance Committee Meeting 19 February 2020.  
 
Minutes of Finance Committee meeting 19 February 2020 Reference 102/8 Motion 
passed re-establishment of Mayoral Relief Finding (Public Appeals) 
 

Mayoral Relief Fund Financial Assistance Application Form (Round 1)  
 
Financial Hardship Application 
 
WSC Mayoral Relief Fund – Fund Rules. 
 
Email to WSC Executive re-establishing Mayoral Relief Funding Rules 8 January 2020 
 
Mayoral Relief Fund Annual Report – Period ending 30 June 2020. 
 
Mayoral Relief Find media release 26 February 2020. 
 
Email correspondence Chief Financial Officer to Mayor re transfer of monies into 
Mayoral Relief Fund 27 December 2019. 
 
Email correspondence (sample-declined) in respect to applications for funding 
assistance 
 
Email to all staff re financial assistance available (Bushfire Emergency Relief and 
Mayoral relief) 24 December 2019. 
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Letter in respect to Merchant fee applied to Mayoral Relief Fund Donation (refund 
$5.00) 20 February 2020 
 

Email from Chief Financial Officer to Committee Members regarding financial 
allocations under Mayoral Relief Fund 9 April 2020 
 

Various email correspondence from Chief Financial Officer to committee members 
17 February 2020, 19 February 2020, 27 February 2020, 24 March 2020, 9 April 
2020.  
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Annexure 2 – Council Community Recovery Officer programs, 
highlights and achievements  
 

July 2020 

Recovery Morning tea (Balmoral) Outreach activity aimed at connecting with those residents 

that hadn’t yet come forward for support. The event was led by the Red Cross in collaboration 

with the Recovery Support Service, DPI Regional Support Officer, Anglicare and Council. 

This was an opportunity to have a talk about the grants and services available to support 

recovery. 

 

Online Community Recovery Meeting – (2 July) Online Community Meeting focused on 

dealing with rebuilding after bushfire and the DA process. This was in response to feedback 

from the Social Recovery Subcommittee that rebuild information was of particular interest for 

affected residents. 

  

Online Community Recovery Meeting – (16 July) Online Community Meeting focused on 

Building Back Better. Guest speakers included the Rural Branch of the Architects Institute of 

NSW, Building Angels and Renew (sustainable living).  

 

Online Community Recovery Meeting – (30 July) Online Community Meeting focused on 

Health and Wellbeing. This session is intended to explain the impact of trauma and provide 

details of support service available (including the RSS) 

 

August 2020 

Environmental - On 13 August Council delivered an online community meeting for bushfire 

affected residents called “lets grow together’. This was the 5th in the series of online 

community meetings over June-August. The focus of this session was on land regeneration and 

addressed some of the issues being raised in community.  

 

The Environment and Sustainability Team also provided information about programs they are 

launching as part of Environment Recovery called Habitat for Wildlife and Land for Wildlife. 

The programs provide native plant vouchers and planting guides for residents impacted by 

bushfire. The Land for Wildlife program (for Rural residents whose bushland was burned) also 

includes a free property visit and report from an expert ecologist. 

 

September 2020 

Community Recovery Small Grants Program Council rana Community Recovery Small 

Grants Program announced in August, Seven projects that support communities with the 

process of healing and recovery were approved for funding. Projects were required to 

demonstrate alignment with the Five Ways to Wellbeing Framework. 

 

Target groups – Aboriginal families, members of RFS, primary school students, young people, 

children and families. The Social Recovery Small Grants program was proudly funded by the 

NSW Government (BCRERF grant that council was successful in obtaining) 
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October 2020 

Council in partnership with Resilience NSW delivered two Bushfire Recovery Community 

Workshops in October. These workshops were focused on providing an opportunity for 

community members to engage in conversation about recovery and resilience and to provide 

input into action plans/ project proposals. (Response document already provided) 

 

Children and Youth The Walk a Mile Project, designed by Youth Liaison Officer at Council, 

and supported by Reframe was delivered in two schools in bushfire impacted localities in 

October (Wingello & Exeter).  

 

This was an art therapy style project were participants paint white canvas shoes to represent 

their experience of the past year and hopes for the year ahead. 

 

November 2020  

Wingecarribee completed the Service NSW Outreach Survey in early November. 109 surveys 

responses were received, approximately 65% resulted in referrals to the Recovery Support 

Service. 

 

Photo Voice: Wingecarribee Shire Council's Bush Fire Social Recovery Committee and the 

Southern Highlands Foundation (FireAid) launched a Photo competition, Entitled ‘Photo 

Voice: Renewal and Resilience’, the exhibition was open to both professional and amateur 

photographers who were directly involved or affected by the 2019/20 bush fires. 

 

Selected images and text were exhibited at the Community Halls in Wingello (8 November) 

and Balmoral (15 November), and published in a book which will be available for purchase in 

2021.  Over 80 photos were submitted for the exhibits, which were attended by over 200 people 

in total. Feedback from those who submitted artwork reflected positively on the experience as 

an opportunity to look back over the images they captured at that time and to reflect. Many had 

not looked at their photographs since they were taken. 

 

December 2020 

Bushfire Community Recovery and Resilience Small Grants Program - Councils BCRRF 

Stream 1 Recovery and Resilience Small Grants program launched in mid-December. It is 

hoped that this will give community the opportunity to bid for funding to support events over 

the anniversary period and early in the new year. This small grants program has $85,000 

allocated from the BCRRF for community led projects and programs. 

 

January 2021 

Social - The first of Council’s Recovery Program of Events (BCRRF Stream 1) was delivered 

in January. In partnership with TOTEM and supported by Highlands Youth Services, learn to 

skate lessons and BBQ were delivered at Bundanoon Skate Park. This free event was targeted 

to children ages 5 and up. 

 

Environmental - Council continues to work with affected landholders through the Land For 

Wildlife and Habitat For Wildlife programs. Special resources have been put in place to reach 

potential landholders and fast track actions to assist their bushlands in the recovery process. To 

date 678Ha of bushland is being managed through 30 Land For Wildlife applications. 
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February 2021 

Drive-In movie event - Council’s Community Recovery Team delivered a free COVID-safe 

pop-up drive-in event for the Shire on 4-6 February (funded by Bushfire Community Resilience 

and Economic Recovery Fund 1). The event was intended to provide an opportunity for 

families to come together, to connect and enjoy some much-needed fun. 

    

Directly impacted residents were given early bird access to tickets before the event was opened 

to all residents of the Shire, all of whom were impacted by Black Summer in some way with 

many residents feeling they lost the summer of 2019/20, a time normally spent celebrating with 

family and friends.  

 

The event was planned and delivered with significant contribution from a group of local 

volunteers with the Moss Vale RFS also supporting the event on the night with traffic 

management. Shane Fitzsimmons, Commissioner of Resilience NSW, provided a video 

acknowledging the recovery journey of the community and thanking all those who have been 

working to support the recovery process.  

 

The Social Recovery Team also produced ‘show-bags’ for attendees which included Australian 

native seed packets as a symbol of growth, regeneration and resilience, RFS Prepare a Fire 

Plan Kits, flyers and fact sheets for relevant services and events along with donated movie 

paraphernalia.   

 

Feedback from the event was extremely positive with people reflecting on the experience as 

much needed after a tough year.  

 

Writing for Wellbeing Workshop Council’s Community Recovery team in conjunction with 

‘The Moon Lab’ held a ‘Writing for Wellbeing’ Workshop on 9 February via Zoom. This 

workshop was an opportunity to explore the highs and lows of 2020 on the back of the 2019/20 

bushfires through writing in a Covid Safe environment. 

 

Six residents of the shire’s impacted communities attended. These participants looked at poems 

of reflection, change, courage and bravery and created a positive approach to goal setting. 

Collectively the group wrote a poem titled ‘A chance to be new’, a deeply moving piece that 

says goodbye to past experiences and welcoming new future opportunities. 

 

Feedback was positive with the workshop harbouring new friendships and a positive approach 

to 2021. 

 

March 2021  

The second round of Council’s BCRRF Stream 1 Small Grant closed on 17 March. Grants 

of between $2,000-$10,000 have now been awarded to seven successful applicants from local 

not for profit community organisations and associations to deliver community-led recovery 

and resilience projects and events that focus on health and wellbeing. 

 

Forest Bathing and Canoes and Canapes - Council delivered two therapeutic recovery 

activities, Forest Bathing and Canoes and Canapes, with small grant funding received from 

South West Sydney PHN. The two activities both focused on supporting directly impacted 

residents to reconnect with nature and importantly with each other. Council’s Community 

Development Coordinator partnered with the Community Links Wellbeing Recovery Support 

Service to identify, invite and encourage those residents most in need to participate.  
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April 2021 

Community Recovery Concert - Council hosted a free ‘Community Recovery Concert’ at 

Moss Vale Showgrounds on 10 April to bring community joy and reconnection for residents 

of the Wingecarribee. The concert featured a range of well-known and local artists including 

Michelle Cashman, X Factor finalists Jess & Matt, Mahalia Barnes and Justice Crew.  

Free transport was provided for bushfire impacted residents to attend the event. 3663 tickets 

were obtained by residents with over 1100 attending on the night. 

 

There were local food vendors on site and free activities for Children including jumping castles, 

face painting and balloon twisting. The RFS were in attendance with fire trucks, holding 

conversations with interested residents about volunteering opportunities. A support tent was 

available with the RSS and Red Cross in attendance. 

 

Feedback from both agencies was extremely positive. The Red Cross held conversations 

throughout the event with ticketholders about how they are feeling generally whether any 

common issues or challenges stood out in recovery and also conversations around 

preparedness. The feedback from families from the RSS where positive, Balmoral residents in 

particular, were able to use the night to connect with other community members for the first 

time and share their experience in the bushfires. 

 

May 2021 

‘REGROW – Wingecarribee’ The School Children Planting project - Council partnered 

with Convoy of Hope to bring ‘REGROW – Wingecarribee’ The School Children Planting 

project to the Wingecarribee Shire on 6-7 May. REGROW Wingecarribee is an initiative that 

provides the opportunity for school children to nurture native tube stock with the purpose of 

helping impacted residents to regenerate their gardens.  

 

The students were provided an opportunity to contribute to their own community’s recovery 

and were taught about local native species, habitats and ecosystems. Six primary schools in 

bushfire impacted areas participated in the program. Council partnered with Convoy of Hope, 

Bunning Mittagong and Bundanoon Garden Club to run these workshops in each school. Over 

1000 native tube stock were potted, with each school keeping the pots onsite over winter to 

look after where we will then donate to our bushfire impacted communities as part of a future 

event. 

 

Recovery & Regenerate Fun Day & BBQ - Council was involved with Community Link’s 

Recovery Support Service for their ‘Recovery & Regenerate Fun Day & BBQ’ event held in 

Wingello on Sunday 30 May at Wingello Public School. This event was co-hosted by the 

Southern Highlands Foundation for residents of Wingello to attend and reconnect as a 

community and for the distribution of local nursery vouchers. There were 4 local native 

nurseries in attendance to assist community with advice to replanting and rejuvenation.  

 

The purpose of Councils stall at this event was to donate the native plants from the ‘REGROW 

– Wingecarribee’ to any impacted residents who were ready to plant. The event promoted 

community connection and played a key role for the CRO to connect with bushfire impacted 

residents in an informal and fun setting. Free lunch, Jumping Castles, face painting and local 

music was available and the engagement invaluable. 
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Round 3 of Council’s BCRRF Stream 1 Small Grants - Applications from 4 local not for 

profit community organisations and associations to deliver community-led recovery and 

resilience projects and events that focus on health and wellbeing were approved.  

 

Council continues to work alongside successful applicants from previous rounds distributing 

funds and assisting with community engagement strategies. 
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Gumnut Community 
Celebration 

Gumnut Bowral Memorial 
Preschool 

Brings together community members to celebrate the resilience of the 
people in the area who have recovered and growth through previous 
disasters 

Bundanoon Public School P&C Bundanoon Public School 
fostering a strong resilient 
community 

An open event for Bundanoon and the wider community, create a place for 
community to learn, connect and recover. 

Bundanoon Community 
Association Inc. 

Improved Community 

Response to emergency  
Publicly assessable AED – Training AED and manikin for exposure sessions on 
a regular basis for community at no cost. 

River Road Interactive 
Learning Pty Ltd 

Stories toward recovery A series of wellbeing and creative sessions to process and unpack community 
experience post disaster 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  












