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Overview
The Department of Families, fairness and Housing hosted the DFFH Emergency Preparedness and Engagement Forum 2026 on Wednesday, October 7th, 2026.
The following is a transcript of the event.
Transcript
(Start of transcript)
MELODY BUSH:  Good morning and welcome to the Department of Families, Fairness and Housing 2026 Emergency Preparedness and Engagement Forum. My name is Melody Bush. I am the Director of Emergency Management in the North West Unit at the department. I will be your master of ceremonies today. 
I would like to begin by acknowledging the traditional owners of the lands on which we meet and are dialling in from across Victoria. I am joining you from the lands of the Wadawurrung people, and I recognise their continuing connection to the land, waters and sky. I pay my respect to their elders and acknowledge all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff working in the Social Services sector for the important work they do in positioning ‑ in promoting and continuation of culture, spiritual and educational practices of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 
Just for some housekeeping. Today we have five presenters, who I will introduce throughout the forum. There will be pictures contained within their presentations (TIME 01.19 - break ups, miss a couple of words), and some viewers may find distressing, so feel free to step away from your screen and take a break if you need. Today we are joined by our Auslan interpreters, Heather and Kristy and this session is captioned by Kasey. To access these services, click the button at the top of the page that says "Turn on Auslan interpreting and live captioning". There is also a button to turn it off if you prefer, if your screen is too busy. 
Today we are using Slido for our question and answers but also for our end of poll, or end of survey. You can access Slido by scrolling down on your screen. It is embedded on the page you are watching us on and it is just under where you can see myself and the other presenters. You can also open Slido on your phone by scanning the QR code on the screen right now. Or in your Windows browser by visiting Slido.com and entering DFFH 2026. Once you are in Slido, you can toggle between the Q&A and the poll at the top. Just a reminder, this session today will be recorded and the department will share it on the providers site that is all our housekeeping. 
Let's get into it. I would now like to welcome our very first speaker today, Argiri Alisandratos, Deputy Secretary, Disability, Fairness and Emergency Management at our department. Over to you, Argiri. 


(Time 03:02) 
ARGIRI ALISANDRATOS:  Thank you, Mel. Can I begin by acknowledging the traditional owners of the lands we are meeting on today and pay my respects to their elders past and present. This is Aboriginal land, always has been and always will be. I also want to acknowledge other First Nations people joining us here today. Good morning, everyone and welcome to all of you in joining us today here at this session. My name is Argiri Alisandratos, I am the Deputy Secretary for Disability, Fairness and Emergency Management at the department. It is a pleasure to welcome all of you to our annual Emergency Preparedness and Engagement Forum today. 
I am going to take you and start off and take you back to 9 January of this year when a state‑wide total fire ban was declared across Victoria with catastrophic fire danger ratings forecast for the South‑West, Wimmera, Northern Country, North Central weather districts. Record‑breaking heat and dry conditions drove catastrophic bush, grass and scrub fires that burnt more than 400,000 hectares of land. A state of disaster was declared for 18 affected local government areas and one alpine resort. As a result of the devastating fires, more than 250 communities were impacted, and hundreds of households were displaced with some people still residing in temporary accommodation or with family and friends. 
In response to the devastating fires in January this year, the department activated its emergency relief and recovery programs as per its responsibilities under the State Emergency Management Plan. This included emergency relief payments to support the immediate unmet needs of people assisting over 10,000 impacted residents and re‑establishment payments for more than 100 impacted households, that is to date, to help those people with a task of repairing and rebuilding their homes. 
We also established the Emergency Recovery Support Program, a one stop shop to support people with their practical needs and connecting them to all the services they need during their recovery. We worked closely with councils and communities, coordinated psychosocial support and supported with accommodation, including through temporary accommodation. The Emergency Recovery Support Program was quickly established on 13 January. The program aims to reduce the burden of recovery by providing one on one help to navigate the complex systems and services involved in getting life back on track. Similar programs have operated in previous emergencies but this time we were able to rapidly activate, as we had established a register of providers across the state who could stand up a response. Within four days of the fires, our state‑wide providers commenced client intake services. Intake staff gained an initial understanding of peoples' recovery needs. Those with less complex needs may receive brief support from the intake provider, while those requiring additional support are linked with a dedicated recovery support worker at one of eight funded case management agencies across our state. 
Today you will hear from Anglicare, who were providing support for people impacted by the fires in Harcourt and the surrounding areas. Recovery support workers work closely with clients to help them identify and work through the next steps. This could include help to access financial assistance, referrals to financial counselling or legal services, practical assistance with filling in forms or referral to other psychosocial supports or mental health services where needed. For those who lost their homes, stable housing is a big priority, so recovery support workers helped clients to assess their options and navigate any available assistance, including funded temporary accommodation where eligible. 
To date over 950 intake assessments have been completed with impacted residents. Around 715 people are currently receiving case management support, having been assessed as having medium to high levels of need. We know program makes a difference. We regularly hear stories about the amazing things being achieved through the program. Examples include helping kids to access a donated bike so they can ride to school, connecting a business owner whose infrastructure was damaged to a large company to support production again, linking a resident with the local Men's Shed to build nesting boxes on their fire effected property and helping residents who lost their home transition into permanent social housing. 
The ultimate aim is to help people manage their own recovery and transition back to local mainstream services. We also know there are many people who may not yet have felt ready to get in touch with the ERSP. If you know of anyone who might benefit from the program, encourage them to call the Victorian recovery hot line on 1800 560 760. 
The department activated its Emergency Psychosocial Services Panel as well and that is a number of qualified psychologists and expert practitioners who support affected people across the state. The panel compliments the psychological first aid and other services provided by sector partners, the Australian Red Cross and the Victorian Council of Churches ‑ Emergencies Ministry by providing flexible access to practitioners with specialist skills and expertise. Working closely with councils and communities, these specialists tailor support sessions to the needs and circumstances of different impacted communities during their recovery journey. 
From 23 January, throughout the first five months of recovery, the panel provided over 100 sessions across 12 impacted councils. This included presenting a community events, hosting panel sessions and providing staff and volunteer support, training and capability building and expert advice. It also included medium communications work including podcast appearances and public‑facing communication on recovery and mental health. This is a record number of sessions provided to communities far exceeding the number provided previously on behalf of the department and the panel, I would like to thank all of you who supported these events by engaging with us about the needs of the communities and planning, organising and facilitating these sessions to support your staff and community. 
The department also established the Temporary Accommodation Support Program delivered by Homes Victoria to support impacted residents. On site options on the properties for owners included caravans and modular units. These options include rent relief assistance to help people rent another property or support where people are eligible for social housing as well. As our department continues to support those impacted by the fires throughout their recovery, we are conscious that we are now in the next high risk weather season and we, like you, are finalising our preparations. A key part of this is the attestation process under the Social Services Sector Emergency Management Policy and Andrea will speak to this later on this morning in the forum. I want to take the opportunity to wish you the best for the season ahead much please make sure you stay safe, take care and look after each other. Thanks, Mel. 

(Time 11:20) 
MELODY BUSH:  Thank you, Argiri, for sharing that information with us today. With the audience and the programs that are supporting residents through their journey so far. They still have a long way to go. Thank you for joining us. I would now like to introduce Tim and we will catch our slides up. Beautiful. I would like to introduce Tim Wiebusch, Emergency Medal Recipient and Emergency Management Commissioner to share his insights and predictions. At the end of Tim's presentation we will allow a couple of questions and so if people want to get going with Slido, please start posting them now through so we can grab some time with Tim at the end. Thank you, Tim. 

(Time 12:16) 
TIM WIEBUSCH:  Thanks, Mel. Good morning, everyone. A pleasure to be back with this cohort again today as we get ready for Victoria's High Risk Weather Season. I too would like to acknowledge any First Nations people that are joining us this morning and a say special welcome to you as well. As you can see on this slide and Argiri touched on this a little bit as well, we had a very significant season here in Victoria last year. The reason I start with this slide is for all the reasons that Argiri has just talked about which is we still have over 200‑odd communities that are very much in recovery from the events that we saw in 25/26. 
As you can see on this map, the 30 major fires that occurred between October and February, the geographical spread is significant, in terms of where the communities are. They are not like we saw in 2019/20 where it was largely concentrated to one part of Victoria, being East Gippsland and the north‑east. This time we saw fires right across from up towards Mildura, all the way out to Mallacoota, south to near Portland and the Otways. That geographic spread means there is significant support that is still going on as a result of that as we head into another High-Risk Weather Season that we anticipate will be not too dissimilar to what we have seen. 
I guess the reason I say that is what we are expecting on the right-hand side is unusually warm maximum temperatures in that period from October to December. If you look at the sliding scale on the right‑hand side, it is four times likely chance of unusually warm temperatures. That is both daytime and night‑time temperatures. That means our landscape will commence drying out from later on this month, even though the first week of October we have seen significant rainfall in some parts of southern Victoria, particularly around the Otway's and also west and South Gippsland where we have seen flood warnings and low-level flood warnings in the north‑east. When you look at what the rain forecasts for November through to January, is the bureau is effectively saying we are likely to see less than what is the median chance of rainfall during that period. 
[bookmark: _Int_w4XVp99w]With the less chance of rainfall, those above day and night temperatures, we are expecting to see a bushfire risk not dissimilar to what we saw last year. If we go to the next slide you will see that another factor that is at play with us for this season is the sea surface temperatures. What that is bringing to us is warm oceans can lead to more storms and cooler or more substantial changes. That really brings two phenomena for us in Victoria. That means we can see a warmer atmosphere holding more moisture and we get the very intense storms when they occur. That obviously can bring two phenomena for us as we have just seen in the last week, flash‑flooding or low-level riverine flooding but also the storms present a risk of epidemic thunderstorm asthma. The bureau and Melbourne Uni that does the pollen counts for Victoria and are talking about the fact that we haven't seen pollen counts of the levels we are seeing this year for some time. 
Then the phenomenon that the bureau talks about called climate whiplash where we see periods of rapid onsets of drying conditions which again we are expecting for the majority of the spring and summer months, coinciding with the short periods of intense rainfall events coming from storms. Over this season we are expecting like we saw last year, where we had 180 mm of rain in a very short period on the Great Ocean Road, cars washing out to sea which is something we haven't seen before and hopefully we don't see again in this most recent event, we were able to get people out of the caravan parks well ahead of the rainfall occurring. There is the risk as we head into that season of quite a broad brush and I will show that on a future slide. 
On the next slide our current bushfire risk for spring is very much focussed in the southern parts of the state. You can see in the far South‑West, so Portland out to Heywood and the South Australian border, or the areas around Geelong, the surf coast, all the way up to the Wombat State Forrest and then from central through to East Gippsland is very dry. We have just seen good rainfall in a couple of the areas; East Gippsland didn't get much at all. They got 30‑40 mm in some parts, which means it is still very dry. We have already seen a bushfire in that area in central Gippsland near Loch Sport at Golden and Paradise Beaches where an 880-hectare fire at the last week of September shows how dry the conditions are. 
[bookmark: _Int_Yei6G0hI]On the next slide in Victoria, the High-Risk Weather Season, we are talking about seeing very much a mixed bag of emergencies. You can see in the top line there, the emergencies that are already starting to occur. The formal start of the High-Risk Weather Season was two days ago on 5 October, and we are already seeing the impacts of bushfire, severe weather, only a fortnight ago we had significant power outages in Mildura. We now have bird flu, H5N1 that is in the landscape and will be with us throughout the High-Risk Weather Season and will create some concern for communities as that continues to develop. We still have the risk of fuel disruption with the unresolved issues in the Middle East, even though Australia's fuel supply is secure at this point in time, we are still very much closely monitoring that. Then the thunderstorm asthma risk as well. 
One I haven't mentioned here yet is heatwave. Last year we did see those nine days in January of consecutive impacts of heatwave, and we are expecting that again this season as a result of those above average daytime and night‑time temperatures for Victoria. That is off the back of two years where we've seen a number of those hazards play out. As you can already see for 26/27 it is not all about fires and storms, there are very much a range of things that we will be contending with as a sector along the way. 
On the next slide we talk about what we've been doing in terms of preparing for this season. We've run 19 preparedness briefings across regional Victoria and we are doing a range of state ones, just like the one we are doing today to make sure people are aware of the latest things that have changed and been updated. We are running master classes for our Emergency Management leaders. We have accredited additional people to undertake the incident management team roles and a number of you online today may have participated in last week's State Control Centre briefing as well. Annually we test all our systems so we know our VicEmergency app and web site have undergone more stress testing in recent times to make sure throughput and things like that can occur and we have done a lot of work with our radio network providers around contingencies and the like off the back of last season. 
Probably on the blue side of the diagram, the policies and procedures, there has been a range of updates there, particularly for this audience, the core emergency leaf recovery offering has been updated again, as we do ahead of each season for the core services that we roll out. The last one on the bottom of the slide, the State Emergency Management Plan is something that is about to go to the state crisis and resilience council for its final approval tomorrow. That will then be released on 21 October. 
In that State Emergency Management Plan there has been a range of updates. I won't go through all of these on the screen and this slide pack will be available to you post this session today. Just to point out a couple of key things that have been changed in there. 43 agencies have had updates to their role statements and there is a total of 60 agencies that provide either a control agency or support agency role in our state Emergency Management arrangements. We have six control priorities in Victoria. The first is about the protection of life and property and for the relief of suffering for communities. We also have then the timely tailored warnings. One of our other key priorities is the environmental and conservation assets which has been updated this year to explicitly recognise Aboriginal cultural heritage and also country. There has been broader changes to enhance and embed traditional owner and Aboriginal community partner roles in Emergency Management and we have the unique cultural considerations and values that we should all be thinking about during the response, relief and recovery phases in particular. 
There is also a new section on concurrent emergencies and consequence‑based controls. When that is released, it is available through the EMV web site emv.vic.gov.au. You will be able to pick that up and have a look through that ahead of us getting into the better part of this season. On the next slide each year we assess based on risk those things that we might need to bolster. The government has again supported some additional supplementation of funding for our agencies as we head into this season, particularly around our aviation and firefighting work forces in FFM Vic. Bulk water storage and cartage given the dry conditions in some parts of the state and the Get Fire Ready Program that the CFA are rolling out. I would encourage you to look up the web site of the CFA cfa.vic.gov.au to really access the latest information in your local area and speak with your local brigade. 
[bookmark: _Int_R1YcwLRF]Vic SES have been given some information you will probably start seeing this in your media feeds in the not too distant future around the severe weather campaigns. We have procured some additional redundancy, what we call COWS, Comms on Wheels to have in fill for the radio and paging networks in the case of outages ahead of this season. 
[bookmark: _Int_drnOWp5k]On this slide, we really give focus to the key things that we are doing or have done as part of our preparedness off the back of our coordinated after action reviews. We ran 35 debriefs with over 700 participants that resulted in over 10,000 observations and 360 findings which have now been converted into 30 lessons off the back of last season. What does that mean? We can't tackle all 50 items ahead of this high-risk weather season but we have given focus to the things that are on this screen. The first being embedding local knowledge and connection with the field. The second being around effective planning and resource management, our incident action planning so that our crews from any of our responder agents are very clear about what their tasking is. Our processes around reopening roads have been reviewed and refined so we can make sure that farmers or agriculture Victoria or others that need to get back to tending cattle and other things can do that in a more timely manner but also getting impacted communities back in as quick as we can. The State Emergency Management Plan state that I just mentioned. 
On the next slide I wanted to focus on one of those which is local knowledge and field connection with the Incident Management Teams. This came out as both a positive and also an ongoing challenge for us in terms of making sure we have got the right types of local connection in with our Incident Management Teams. Understanding how communities, or where they are likely to gather post‑impact as we saw in these fires, it is not always relief centres and those common places, community buildings that they go to and often it will be the local hall, the local sporting facility or other places where people are gathering post impact. How do we understand that and remain connected. 
Also the integration of local knowledge around fuel, and I am talking bushfire fuelling in that case, but also understanding where our teams are on the ground at any point in time and having them contribute to the decision‑making in that sense. Our agencies are very much spending a lot of time on this and this has been something that we have had a focus on as the exercising ahead of this season. 
On the next slide we pick up on the relief and recovery activities which for this audience will be something very familiar to you and Argiri spoke about a range of the programs that were rolled out during this last season and are part of our core emergency relief and recovery offerings. That guide that I spoke about earlier. Each of the government departments that have a relief responsibility have all been engaged with us in those briefings but also the exercising as we head into the season. It just shows the breadth of agencies and for those that are online today, a big shout out to you and thank you for what you did last season and thank you in anticipation for what you will do in support of communities again for this season. 
Then, finally, recovery as I mentioned right at the very start on the next slide, is very much still something that is active and underway for many communities that were not only impacted in the fires of last year but also the floods of 22, the storms of 21 and the fires of 2019/20, all still have recovery activities and programs that are operating right at the moment. They sit within a range of government departments that have that specialty or services as part of their standard accountabilities and responsibilities. Our role at EMV is about making sure that is coordinated, connected and ensuring that where there are gaps, that we can bring that back to what we call the State Emergency Management ‑ or the Security and Emergency Management Committee of Cabinet to provide advice as to the things that might need to be done in addition to those things that are done standard as part of our departments in that space. 
In wrapping up before we take a few questions, on the next slide, the one thing I think is most important in terms of preparedness relates to three words that you can see on the screen ‑ relationships, relationships, relationships. I can't emphasise enough that making sure that you are connected with those that you may need to respond with, whether it is in a relief or response capacity ahead of our season and understanding who they are, what makes them tick will make a significant difference, as we know and we have heard through our coordinated after action reviews. It is such a key piece to ensure effective Emergency Management is the strength of relationships we build beforehand. With that, Mel, I am very happy to take a few questions here this morning. 

(Time 28:40) 
MELODY BUSH:  Thank you, Tim. There is certainly a great deal in your slide deck today and a lot for people to take in about your presentation. I will ask Tim to stay on screen now for the next few minutes for a couple of questions. Don't forget people to pop those questions in Slido. Tim, to kick us off, you mentioned the importance of connection with agencies, the sector and community, just your reflection on the role all of our community service organisations played in January 2026 bushfires, so just a reflection back and the importance of how communication and that connection works? 

(Time 29:32) 
TIM WIEBUSCH:  Thanks. I think what I saw firsthand on the ground is those community service organisations that are living in those communities, working in those communities on a regular basis, they know some of the things that I spoke of that become so important. Where are the community gathering? Who are those most vulnerable? What are some of their needs? Our learning off the back of last season is how do we make sure that we are really connected through our Incident Management Teams beyond just some of what I would call our more traditional support agencies in that sense and through the likes of DFFH, or other government agencies, really link in with the local providers to be able to give us the best understanding of what the community needs at any point in time. Otherwise, we are not necessarily being able to wrap around the supports and programs that might be necessary until we stumble across them sometime down the track. 
If I were to give a practical example of what I thought was terrific this last year, was what we called the relief convoys, where we had community service providers with some of our government agencies being able to get out in cars and literally take a convoy into local communities, the townships of Ruffy, or Terip Terip or   Central Highlands or down into the Otway's to be able to connect with people where they are at. That is something I think we will take away as something to sustain as we head into this season as well. 

(Time 31:11) 
MELODY BUSH:  Thanks, Tim. That is great practice. One of our audience members has got a question for you and it is quite broad so I will let you run with it. "What specific steps have been taken to incorporate vulnerable people and more specifically aged or disabled, into our Emergency Management planning?" So it is quite broad. 

TIM WIEBUSCH:  What I could say to that is obviously our Municipal Emergency Management Planning Committees have central to that the local government working with the likes of DFFH to really make sure that our vulnerable persons register has some currency in it, in that space. But we also don't want to get stuck with the strict definition sometimes that is used for vulnerable persons because that can mean different things for different folk. It goes back to what I just mentioned before, the connection with local community service providers back through our Emergency Management teams which is where the support agencies come into play. It remains central to making sure that we are getting real time information as to what are the communities that have been impacted by this event and what is the make up of them. My encouragement to those online today is make sure you have established those relationships so that we can have that connection as impacts start to occur in communities. 

MELODY BUSH:  Thanks, Tim. The importance of neighbours, friends and families is always the first point as well. That is brilliant. Thank you again, Tim for sharing your wisdom, information and thoughts with our audience today. We really appreciate and value your time. We know you are very busy. Again, thank you for joining us today. 

TIM WIEBUSCH:  Pleasure to be here and thank you for the invitation. We will no doubt see many of you across our High Risk Weather Season. 

MELODY BUSH:  Thanks, Tim. I will now welcome Andrea Spiteri to the forum. Andrea is our Executive Director Emergency Management at the department. She will provide a range of policy and practice updates. Over to you, Andrea. 

(Time 33:40) 
ANDREA SPITERI:  Thanks, Mel, and hi, everyone. As Mel said I am the Executive Director for Emergency Management for the department and I know we have been putting this forum on for a few years now and so I have met and seen many of you before and I look forward to sharing some information with you today. I also wanted to acknowledge that we have quite a few of our staff from our Emergency Management branch and our Comms team and I thank them for all their work in putting this forum on for you today. I hope you find it really useful. 
I am here today to provide you with an Emergency Management update from the department, specifically around the updates to the Social Services Sector Emergency Management Policy and also the associated attestation process that we go through every year to support you and your agency in meeting the emergency preparedness requirements under that policy. Please feel free to post any questions that you have about the presentation content, straight into the Q&A function and the team will respond to your queries as we go. As Mel mentioned earlier, we will have a panel later as well and we can chat some more there. 
Let's start with the Social Services Sector Emergency Management Policy update for this year. For those of you who may be new and as a refresher for those that have been in the sector for a while, this policy aims to protect Victorians' health, their safety and wellbeing by outlining how Social Services plan and prepare for emergencies. To access a copy of the updated 2026 policy, which has been recently released, please go to the department's service providers, Emergency Management web site. That is where all of our relevant information and resources are housed. I encourage you to do that anyway, to check those out. 
The team is adding the link to the chat function now as well in case you haven't been there before. The policy requires services that are funded, regulated or directly delivered by the department to have an appropriate Emergency Management plan in place. To review that plan each year by 1 November and then attest to the department that you are prepared for emergencies and this attestation is due by 30 November each year. The policy outlines some specific actions that are required of home‑based carers and service providers that are located in areas of heightened bushfire risk and these are the actions that you must take on a Catastrophic Fire Danger Day and for some service providers, that is on an Extreme Fire Danger Rating Day as well. This is when those forecasts are for the weather district in which your service is located. 
Speaking of which, we have on the screen here a very well‑known sign that many of you will see across the state and should pay close attention to as we are now in the High Risk Weather Season. It is important to note that while our policy has been updated, your obligations as a service provider in relation to emergency preparedness haven't changed from previous years. Specifically, regarding bushfire prone areas. Services located in the areas of heightened bushfire or grass fire risk should undertake Emergency Management planning and develop a separate Bushfire Survival Plan. The Bushfire Survival Plan should detail your early relocation triggers, a safe relocation destination for your service, transport, how you are going to get to that location and all the processes and procedures you will need to go through for relocating your clients and services. It is worth noting that Homes Victoria's fire services team manages Bushfire Survival Plans where the state owns or is responsible for the property, which will apply to many of you. Home‑based care services, such as foster care, kinship care and Aboriginal children and Aboriginal care services located in areas of heightened bushfire risk are required to have a Bushfire Leave Early Plan in place for each child in their care. A template for the Bushfire Leave Early Plan is available on the department service providers Emergency Management web site. Go to the link along with the policy. 
Regarding catastrophic or Extreme Fire Danger Rating Day relocations, service providers should independently monitor the fire weather district forecasts and fire danger ratings for the weather district that you are in. It is really important that you know which weather district you are in as that is how the ratings are put out through the state. You should also be preparing to enact your Emergency Management and Bushfire Survival Plans as necessary. Residential and home‑based care services located in areas of heightened bushfire risk are required to relocate the day before a forecast Catastrophic Fire Danger Day. As I mentioned before, there are some residential care services that need to relocate on an Extreme Fire Danger Rating Day. Other service providers may choose to factor relocation into the way that you deliver your services on those days, or you might have other Catastrophic Fire Danger Day provisions in your Emergency Management plan. 
This year's policy as I mentioned has been updated and we review the policy every year and update it as required. We want to do that to make sure that it is current and it is fit for purpose as well. So the main changes for the policy for this year include a new principles section to guide Emergency Management planning. What this section does is it brings together the expectations into one clear section that frames the policy requirements. Next we have got service providers, Emergency Management responsibilities, they have been reorganised under before, during and after over the life cycle of Emergency Management for readability. Hopefully that is helpful for you. Hazards‑specific guidance has been moved out of the policy to sit in the companion document, which is the reference guide to help you with your Emergency Management planning. 
Then there are a couple of changes to specific policy ‑ service specific policy requirements. Those that I want to flag here are that home‑based requirements for care services have been extended to carers residing interstate and the department is currently working through the processes around that. There is also some updated relocation requirements there. Some of you will be aware that the transferred Supported Independent Living and Short‑Term Accommodation and Assistance service providers that were previously funded by the department are no longer in scope of this policy. As such we have made a couple of changes regarding those services. First, we have removed the references to SIL and STAA services. Then we have clarified the responsibilities for the department as the landlord for department‑owned disability accommodation and short‑term respite properties. That includes maintaining a channel for SIL and STAA providers to notify the department when residents are relocated during an emergency. 
The requirements related to relocation notification have also been updated. Services are required to relocate ahead of a forecast Extreme Fire Danger Rating Day or Catastrophic Fire Danger Day must enact their plans from 9am the day before. It was previously at 9am but it is from 9am the day before, reflecting that forecasts  may be issued at any time the day before. And we have also updated the emergency relocation hot line number for those services that are reporting through to South division in the department. Take note of that number because it has changed this year. It is really important. 
How do agencies attest online? This process has not  changed from previous years. For those that have done it previously, you will be very familiar with this. For those that are new, it is really important to understand that this attestation must be completed by 30 November. Agencies that are required to attest to the department under the policy should have received an email from the department's policy and programs team which is the generic email you are looking for is empolicy@dffh.vic.gov.au. You should have received that on 1 October last week. That is notifying you of the need to report. That email was sent to the primary and/or Emergency Management agency contact that is listed in the SAM module. So that is where it has gone. 
Attesting online is not complex. It can be done simply by completing the Emergency Preparedness Attestation form. That is in the SAM module and you can access that through your My Agency link in the Funded Agency Channel. If you are unsure about whether your services is in scope for attestation, you can check this quickly by navigating to the compliance tab that is in SAM or your agency. If your agency does provide services that are in scope for the policy, the Emergency Preparedness Attestation form will be visible and accessible to you. It will be sitting underneath that tab. If your agency services are out of scope for the policy, then you won't see the form. It won't be visible to you and you won't be able to access it. 
Please note 30 November is a hard deadline. It is a system‑generated hard deadline. So it is really important that we hear from you by 30 November if you try and go into this after 30 November it won't be available to you online. Please make a note and I would encourage you to do that as soon as possible. Any agency that doesn't attest by that date is then identified as noncompliant in our system, which we don't want that, so please plan now to avoid that. 
There is a how to guide on the Funded Agency Channel web site as well. I would suggest you start with that if you haven't done this before. It is really simple. It is step by step instructions to support you through the attestation process. So the Emergency Management team is now posting this document in the chat for you and you can access that at your convenience. 
A reminder, in case of any councils who have joined us today, providing services in scope for the policy, it is important to note that this is a requirement to have an agency Emergency Management plan for your services is completely separate to your Municipal Emergency Management Plan. 
A couple of other things for this year. We have also completed a new guidance note this year. This guidance note for Engaging Children and Young People in Local Emergency Management Planning was developed in response to a recommendation that came out of the Victorian Parliament's Enquiry into Climate Resilience. We know the link between the two. The work was done in consultation with a range of stakeholders and for any of you joining today, we really do appreciate your time on this one. It was done in consultation with a range of sector partners and key stakeholders including Australian Red Cross, VCC‑EM, Youth Affairs Council Victoria, the MAV, LGV, VCOSS, EMV, Office of Youth and the Department of Education. Please note this guidance note is not mandatory. It creates no new obligations. No new reporting requirements for anyone here, for local councils or any of our sector partners. It is really designed to be low burden and easy to adopt. You can take what is useful and leave behind what isn't. 
It brings together in one spot principles for engaging with children and young people. It has some specific guidance on each Emergency Management phase as well. It has an age‑based framework from early childhood through to young adults aged to 25. It has some practical steps to support embedding young peoples' voices in planning. It has some links to tools and resources for you and it also has some Victorian case studies on what works, including some examples from the Macedon Ranges and Upwey High School. The primary audience is shown here, however, please note anyone can use the guidance note. It is including but not limited to all the Emergency Management Planning Committees out there. State Government emergency practitioners can use it; schools can use it and tertiary institutions as well as children and young people themselves. The resource has been endorsed by the State Emergency Management Plan, and it is publicly available on EMV's web site. The team is posting that in the chat now for you too. 
Finally, I wanted to give you an update on some system improvements that we are very excited are underway. Big news this year. We have been working on the first phase to enhance how we support communities. As you may be aware, we provide financial assistance to communities during the relief and recovery phases of an emergency. We have an improvement to our system which we are calling the Emergency Management Client And Program, as with everything in Emergency Management it has an acronym, EMCAP. The first phase on the project is a new way for people to apply for emergency relief payments. This is where we experience the greatest volume during emergencies. Our clients are people in the community who are impacted and would like to apply for an emergency relief payment will complete the application up‑front themselves online and that will include verifying their identity and uploading supporting documents. This means that our staff will receive a more complete application that is ready for assessment and ready for payment where eligible, so reducing the timeframes and reducing the administrative effort. What we are planning to do is to make sure that we can get these payments out to people sooner. 
At the same time we are uplifting our central system which is our Customer Relationship Management system, the CRM. The applications where people will apply online with flow into that system and we will have a very client‑focused one stop shop for all of the information on the department's clients, people who have been impacted by emergencies. This change will really help us manage our surge volumes as well, provide a much better end to end experience for people applying for these payments and give us stronger reporting function as well. The release is imminent. We are just putting the final touches on this system as well and we will let you all know when it is ready to go live. This project is running for two years and we will be looking at some of our other payments coming up. 
The final slide from me is just a plug for some of our resources and guides. We have plenty of resources online. I know this web site has been mentioned a couple of times but please pop into the DFFH provider site and have a look at the resources that are there. We also have several podcasts available now. These are the first podcasts the department has produced and they are under the title of Road to Resilience. There is some important material there, not only for yourselves and those working in emergencies but also to promote to communities as well. We would love you to do that. There is also updated resources on the Better Health Channel too. We have streamlined and updated these. If you haven't been in there for a while, please pop into the Better Health Channel as well. If you ever need any further information please get in contact with the Emergency Management Branch via the email on your page now. On that note, that concludes the policy update for this year. Thanks, Mel. 

MELODY BUSH:  Thanks, Andrea. People might feel policy changes are a bit hard to keep up with, but all of the links and the information have been made available today for the audience. Also our policy team is happy to email this information to attendees upon request. We will make sure there is the contact email available as well. Andrea will be back to join us towards the end of the forum after our last speakers to do some Q&As and just a reminder and another plug, Slido is there, at the bottom of your screen. If you slide down, you will be able to QR code it or go into your browser and type in Slido and the code which we provided earlier on. That is on the page as well. 
Moving us along. Today we are joined by Shilo Wilson, Regional Manager Care Services at Junction Support Services. Shilo will provide us with a live example of policy into practice in his organisation. Welcome, Shilo. 

(Time 53:25)
SHILO WILSON:  Thank you, and hi everyone. My name is Shilo Wilson, I am the Regional Manager for Gippsland at Junction Support Services. Today I will be providing a summary of the work we do at Junction Support Services and a detailed overview of how we manage four of our residential care homes in Gippsland during the bushfire season. 
Junction Support Services delivers over 50 individual programs across seven broad areas, being therapeutic and allied health, specialist youth, social enterprise, homelessness, families and children, education support and residential care services. Junction works across the local government areas of Ovens Murray, Goulbourn, Inner Gippsland and Outer Gippsland. We specialise in supporting regional communities and this comes with many opportunities and challenges. Junction manages 13 residential care homes with five in Ovens Murray and eight in Gippsland. Here we provide safe and supportive homes for up to 39 young people in the out of care home system. Our residential care homes provide 24/7 supervised accommodation and support for young people who cannot live with their families and for whom foster or kinship care is not available or not suitable. 
Junction's eight Gippsland homes fall into the West and South Gippsland fire district and the East Gippsland fire district. Four of our homes are assessed as being in high bushfire risk areas, being close to native bush, plantation forest or grassland, all four of the homes are required to prepare to relocate on fire danger rating days of moderate and above. One home is required to relocate young people and staff the day prior to an extreme or catastrophic day. Last bushfire season this home relocated on two occasions. 
As per the Social Services Sector Emergency Management Policy discussed by Andrea earlier, we are required to have an appropriate Emergency Management Plan in place tailored to our service, location and client need. The policy outlines specific actions we must take in areas of heightened bushfire risk. Every 12 months we complete a Bushfire Survival Plan questionnaire for the department for our four identified homes in Gippsland. Within the questionnaires we provide information on key organisation contacts, young people profiles, evacuation locations, relocation locations, evacuation kits, transportation arrangements and staffing levels. We then receive a Bushfire Survival Plan for each home prior to the start of the bushfire season. These plans outline our responsibilities during the bushfire season, outline how to remain safe and what to do on days of moderate, high, extreme and catastrophic ratings. The front page of this plan is depicted and for privacy reasons we have deidentified the home. 
The Bushfire Survival Plan is communicated with our staff within team meetings at the start of and during the bushfire season. The plan is included in our evacuation kits and is also on display within the staff offices of these four homes. Each home has an evacuation kit, which includes emergency information documents, crisis management plans for our young people, Bushfire Survival Plan, emergency numbers, a radio, torch and first aid kit and depending on the homes it may also include incentive items to encourage young people to leave and other items specific to the site or young people. We ensure our staff are aware of their responsibilities during the bushfire season, for example, on fire danger days of moderate and above, staff and management must monitor advice by the VicEmergency app for ABC radio. Staff must also regularly monitor outside the home for signs of fire. Junction management monitors fire danger ratings during the bushfire season, we utilise the VicEmergency app and the four‑day outlook provides us with plenty of advanced notice to plan. 
For our home that is required to relocate on extreme or catastrophic days, we socialise the need to be bushfire‑ready with the young people at the home at the start of the season. This is done in a way that creates awareness but doesn't raise concern for the young people. If an extreme or catastrophic day is forecast, we will provide the young people with advanced notice regarding the possibility of relocation and details of what the plan will be. We also communicate with our local Agency Performance System Support, Child Protection and Placement Coordination Teams to inform them that we are aware of the fire danger forecast and our tentative plans to relocate. We will communicate with these same teams once the decision to evacuate is confirmed and once more on our return home. 
We also include the Operations Division Emergency Management Team in the advice on returning home. If extreme and catastrophic ratings are forecast, we will evacuate the home the night before, planning to return the day after the rating is downgraded, so it is a minimum of a two‑night stay away from the property. Young people and staff receive plenty of notice and are able to pack personal belongings and prepare in a planned manner. We are fortunate that we have a great holiday park nearby that has a pool, indoor play centre, laser tag, mini golf, ropes course and jumping pillow and several other fun activities that are on site. The relocation is seen as a short holiday by the young people and it is generally a positive experience for them. 
If the holiday park is booked out we have several other accommodation options local available, these alternatives are not as fun as the one described above, however, they do provide a comfortable and safe space for our young people and staff. As mentioned last year, our particular home had to relocate on two separate occasions. On both occasions we didn't experience any significant incidences while away or on returning to placement. I believe a big contributing factor to this is early planning and early and open communication with our young people and staff. Everyone involved knows what is happening early and why and they know what to expect and what is coming up. 
This brings me to the end of my presentation. I hope the has been useful in demonstrating how we plan and act during the bushfire season to keep our young people and our staff safe. 

MELODY BUSH:  Thank you, Shilo, for providing such a great reflection of your team's practice and process in supporting and relocating young people during fire season. Shilo will also return to our screen towards the end of our forum for some questions so thank you, Shilo. Our last presenters today are Jemma Ketteridge, Program Manager Family and Early Support and Tiffany Komiyama, Team Leader, Family and Early Support at Anglicare Victoria. They will share with us today their agency's experience as a provider of the Emergency Recovery Support Program. Welcome to you both. 

(Time 1:02:01)
JEMMA KETTERIDGE:  Thanks Mel. Good morning everyone and thank you for opportunity to present today. I am coming to you this morning from the lands of the Dja Dja Wurrung. My name is Jemma Ketteridge, Program Manager at Anglicare Victoria and joining me is Team Leader Tiffany Komiyama. Both Tiffany  and I are based in our North Central Region and have managed our recent disaster responses at the flood events in Rochester and this years summer bushfires. We have been invited to speak about Anglicare Victoria's involvement in the Emergency Recovery Support Program, both the process to join the service provider's register and our subsequent activation following the fires in January. 
So today we will share with you from a service provider's perspective what the expression of interest and registration process involved, how Anglicare Victoria was activated, what the referral and service pathway looked like and what we have learnt about being prepared to respond quickly and effectively when communities are impacted by emergencies. 
Anglicare Victoria is one of the state's largest community service organisations, supporting more than 50,000 Victorians each year through services delivered across 96 locations state‑wide. We have around 2,200 staff working across a broad range of services including family services, out of home care, family violence, financial counselling, housing and homelessness support, emergency relief, education and disaster recovery. This breadth of experience combined with our strong regional and local presence has positioned us well to support communities through the ERSP model. 
The organisation has well over 30 years' experience responding to emergencies across the state. This includes the Black Saturday, Black Summer and January 2026 bushfires, storm responses in the Dandenong Ranges and South Gippsland, flood responses across central Victoria, including Rochester, and the COVID‑19 pandemic response. 
Our involvement with the ERSP began before this year's fires. In January 2025, DFFH commenced a process for organisations to be considered for the Emergency Recovery Support Program Service Provider Register. This process of the register was established as a state‑wide list of preapproved providers who could be considered for rapid engagement following future emergency events where funding was made available. From a preparedness view, this aimed to enhance the way the department engages service providers to immediately respond to disaster events. 
The procurement process was undertaken in two stages. The first stage was an expression of interest process, released by DFFH in July 2025 to identify suitable organisations that wish to be considered for inclusion on the Emergency Recovery Support Program Service Provider Register. This stage was focused on testing organisational suitability and readiness, including service experience, geographic reach, governance arrangements, workforce capability and the ability to deliver flexible, place‑based recovery support following an emergency event. 
Following the expression of interest, selected organisations were then invited to participate in a full tender process. This second stage required more detailed responses, including how the organisation would deliver the model in practice, how we would mobilise staff, manage referrals, work with impacted communities, partner with local stakeholders, meet reporting requirements and scale support in the response to different emergency contexts. 
For Anglicare Victoria, this expression of interest and tender process provided us with an opportunity to demonstrate our existing footprint in regional and metropolitan Victoria. Our experience working with vulnerable children, families and communities, our capacity to provide trauma‑informed practical and culturally‑responsible support, and our ability to scale or adapt services in response to different community needs. Anglicare Victoria was accepted as one of the 12 initial organisations approved for the register and we participated in several DFFH‑led pre activation meetings to support coordination readiness arrangements. The ERSP model is fundamentally about walking alongside communities in recovery. It is not a one‑size‑fits‑all program. It is place‑based, flexible and designed to be scaled depending to the nature and the impact of the emergency. I will now hand over to Tiffany. 

(Time 1:07:40)
TIFFANY KOMIYAMA:  In January 2026, a number of fires impacted communities across Victoria. This is a screen shot of the VicEmergency app at approximately 12 minutes past 3 on 9 January this year. I think many of us can recognise and remember the feelings of terror. Victoria was experiencing a multi‑day heatwave and a total fire ban was declared across the state. A catastrophic fire rating had been declared for the Wimmera, Southwest, Northern Country and North Central. That day saw daily temperatures soar into the mid‑40s, humidity was very low and strong northerly winds created dangerous fire conditions. 
At approximately 2.30 on that day a grass fire began at Ravenswood South, fanned by fierce northerly winds and high temperatures, the fire spread rapidly through grassland and agricultural areas. The fire travelled south jumping the Calder Freeway and after a significant wind shift, altered the fires direction into Harcourt Valley. Winds produced multiple spot fires ahead of the main fires edge. This fire would destroy 54 homes, countless sheds and fences as well as a dozen local businesses including the Harcourt Coolstore that housed around 100 micro businesses. Throughout the evening and overnight the fire then progressed beyond Harcourt into the Mount Alexander Regional Park. 
This image gives you an indication of what the community was experiencing on the day. It was taken by a resident in Harcourt from his backyard showing the Mount Alexander Regional Park in the background. In response to various fires across the state, DFFH activated the ERSP to provide targeted recovery support to affected individuals, families and communities. As an approved provider on the ERSP Service Provider Register Anglicare Victoria was funded through a service agreement to deliver recovery case management support in identified impacted areas. The areas we supported include Harcourt, Kyneton and Castlemaine. For providers the readiness stage of the ERSP mattered. It meant we had already considered what capabilities we could bring, where we had existing service infrastructure, how we could mobilise staff, what governance and reporting would be required and how we would connect with local communities and referral pathways. 
Once activated, the work shifted from organisational readiness to community responsiveness. Understanding local impacts, receiving referrals, engaging with households and tailoring support to what people actually needed. Another supportive feature of the ERSP model is a shared CRM case management system that houses client information which is shared across the response organisations. The CRM improves the visibility of client support and centralisation of data. 
People impacted by the fires were generally referred through the intake hotline and then triaged through to the appropriate ERSP organisation for follow-up support. Within the ERSP model, the intake hotline component is funded to conduct intakes and assessments to determine eligibility against the ERSP threshold, provide support to individuals and families assessed as having low recovery needs, refer clients with high needs to recovery case management services such as Anglicare Victoria. 
The households referred to Anglicare typically had high or more complex recovery needs that could not be addressed through information and advice or short‑term assistance alone. This often included people whose immediate safety, shelter or basic needs had been disrupted; those who had experienced significant damage or loss to their homes, business or other essential assets; people experiencing substantial psychological distress or trauma; or those facing impacts to employment, income or business continuity. 
Referrals also include people grieving the loss of a loved one, experiencing family violence, living with preexisting health or wellbeing challenges. We also provide support to navigate and coordinate multiple services and recovery supports. In these circumstances, Anglicare's role was to walk alongside individuals and families, helping them access the assistance they needed and support their long-term recovery journey. This could include practical information and guidance; emotional support and reassurance; helping people find safe, secure housing; supporting them to access grants or referring to financial counselling to navigate insurance; restoring life structure through work, family and purpose; connecting them to the right physical or mental health supports; advocacy where systems are difficult to navigate. 
After an emergency, people may be dealing with shock, disruption, financial pressures, insurance issues, property impacts, family stress or simply uncertain about what to do next. Effective recovery support is about reducing that burden, helping people feel less alone and more informed, and more able to make the next practical step. A key part of our response was maintaining a presence within the local recovery hub at the local recreation reserve. We mobilised rapidly, deployed staff to the recovery hub as soon as it was safe. 
For the first two months we were in the hub every day. This provided an accessible and trusted location where community members could connect with face to face supports, ask questions and better understand the recovery assistance available to them. Recovery hubs are messy, loud, friendly, overwhelming, welcoming, daunting places. They are places where people can meet with services, apply for grants, have a meal, stock up on supplies or have a cry. While children play and run around, adults walk around a bit dazed wondering how they will ever recover from such a devastating life event. Being co‑located with other services also strengthens coordination, embedded warm referrals and helps ensure people can access the right support at the right time. Importantly, it gave us an opportunity to build relationships with community members early in their recovery journey and identify emerging needs that may not have been evident through referral pathways alone. 
With consent from this resident, I am going to share a couple of case studies and images. In the early days of the hub we met with a local resident that had lost everything. They literally only had the clothes on their back. They had lost their home, all their contents, fencing, sheds and a lifetime of memories. When the case manager spoke to them around what their initial needs were, they identified having their dam refilled. This resident had been sleeping in their car and they were wearing the only clothes they had. The need that they continually identified was that of having their dam refilled. The CFA had utilised the dam during the fire and the resident was extremely concerned for the local wildlife. 
At this stage the case manager could have easily redirected them back to more practical issues like housing, clothing and food. But recovery is about listening and hearing and the case manager heard what the resident wanted. They wanted and they needed their dam to be refilled. They were concerned about wildlife and the impacts of the fire had had on the many species of birds, kangaroos, reptiles and even wombats that had also called their rural property home. After a number of phone calls and discussions, a local supplier of water arrived in Harcourt the next day and filled that dam. Being listened to and being heard meant the resident was able to then start identifying needs for their own wellbeing. They required temporary accommodation and all the basics, such as clothes, food and medicine. 
Balancing support with independence is critical. Families need practical assistance, advocacy and guidance, while remaining in control of their own recovery. Recovery is different for every family, so support must be tailored to individual needs and circumstances. Many families face multiple pressures at once, including housing costs, insurance challenges, rebuilding expenses and the broader cost of living increases. Disaster recovery often takes much longer than expected, with emotional and financial impacts continuing well beyond the initial emergency response. There is no single survivor experience. People are affected in different ways, depending on their housing, financial situation, insurance coverage and personal circumstances. 
Effective recovery requires flexibility, recognising that long-term needs can vary significantly from one family to another. Success was more than just numbers. It is about helping people access the right support, feel heard, make informed decisions and strengthen community recovery through trusted relationships and coordinated services. In addition to our recovery case management team, Anglicare Victoria also deployed financial counsellors into the hub, providing specialist support with insurance, debt and financial recovery. This early intervention helped resolve issues sooner, improved outcomes for residents and reduced the need for more intensive support later. 
Another example of our work in Harcourt included the support of a family consisting of a single parent with two adolescents. They lost their family home in the fire and was underinsured. They had property insurance but no content cover. To provide stability, the parent secured a property in Bendigo, creating the financial burden of paying both rent and a mortgage. Financial counselling worked with the family to maximise their insurance settlement and negotiate a pause on mortgage repayments, providing clarity on their rebuild options. Our recovery case manager coordinated property clean-up through an Emergency Management Victoria program for underinsured residents and sourced donated goods to furnish the rental home. 
The family was connected to grants, financial assistance and counselling services including targeted support for the eldest child who was struggling with the emotional impact of the fire. Through strong advocacy, the case manager secured a free placement of a fire damaged medical device after the family was initially deemed ineligible, removing a significant financial burden. Despite the considerable challenges of the past nine months, the family have shown unwavering resilience and have now started to rebuild their home. As the family's currently in temporary accommodation and a considerable distance from Harcourt, the case manager sends a photo of the rebuild once a week as an update on how things are going. It is a small gesture but one the family really enjoys. 
In conclusion, the family moved from crisis towards greater stability and self-reliance by securing safe housing, understanding their financial situation, accessing emotional support, strengthening their support networks and gaining the information and confidence needed to make informed decisions about their recovery. I will hand back to Jemma. 

(Time 1:21:10)
JEMMA KETTERIDGE:  Finally, we would like to acknowledge DFFH for the work that has gone into establishing the ERSP model and Service Provider Register. From a provider perspective, the value of this approach is that it creates clearer pathways, stronger preparedness and the ability to mobilise support more quickly when communities are impacted by emergencies. The January fires showed the importance of having government, local services and community organisations all working together, with clear roles, flexible arrangements and a shared focus on supporting people through recovery. Thank you. 

(Time 1:21:54)
MELODY BUSH:  Thank you, Jemma and Tiffany, for providing the audience with an understanding of both the registration process but more importantly, how the case managers are supporting and working with the community. Tiffany, two very powerful case scenarios there, thanks for sharing those. I am going to ask Jemma and Tiffany to stay on the screen with us now while we bring back Shilo and Andrea for some questions. And certainly any questions that we don't answer today, we will collate their responses and will send out to the audience after the forum. So, just make sure all of our panel are OK and good to go and Andrea, we might pop you in the hot seat, if that is OK? The first question to you. I will ask you to talk about the new requirements for interstate home‑based carers and what does it involve? Do interstate carers have the same responsibility as those supporting children who live in Victoria? 

(Time 1:23:15)
ANDREA SPITERI:  Thanks, Mel. Carers who live interstate and have children in their care interstate do have the same Emergency Management responsibilities as carers living in Victoria under the policy this year. They should use their state's bushfire risk tools to determine whether they are living in an area of heightened bushfire risk if they don't already know. A lot of people will understand that they do live in a heightened bushfire risk area. But if you are not sure, if they're not sure, then there are tools that are available in each state to be able to determine that. Once they have determined that, if that is the case, they will need to do a Bushfire Leave Early Plan and identify a relocation address that would be out of a bushfire risk area that would be appropriate to be able to relocate to. 
This is really just going to depend on where the carer lives and what that looks like. They should also be preparing for other types of emergencies. Where they live in a heightened bushfire risk area, they might need a Bushfire Leave Early Plan. If they are in somewhere like northern Queensland, they might need to prepare for cyclones or floods, rather than bushfires. It is important for all of our carers to give some consideration to where they live, what the risks are in each state, in their state, and how to find that information out. In each state, there are equivalent Emergency Management websites and tools available and there are also links that the department can provide to some of the risk overlays for each state that will give an indication of bushfire risk as well. 
If anyone here is involved with carers interstate and wants more information, please reach out. Check the guidance that we do have on the web page that we have spruiked a couple of times here today. Turn your mind to how you might be notified of an emergency as well. What is that state's equivalent to the VicEmergency app, for example, and how you might know ‑ how to get notified to make those decisions for the children and yourselves as well. Thanks, Mel. 

MELODY BUSH:  Brilliant, thanks, Andrea. And if in doubt, back to the policy, the Social Services Sector Emergency Management Policy as well. I will now go to Jemma and Tiffany and I will leave you to determine which one of you want to tackle this question. "Based on your recent experience, what do you see as the most critical component of preparing your agency to respond to future emergencies?" 

(Time 1:26:30)
JEMMA KETTERIDGE:  Thanks, Mel. I'm happy to jump in and Tiff, feel free to add if you would like. I think we have done a lot of thinking about this as an agency and some of the key things that we have learnt from previous events have really come to our minds. I think a really trauma‑informed approach and having staff who are really informed about the impacts of different disasters and what that might look like. Setting staff up really well to go into impacted communities is really important. A couple of other things that we have been thinking about include our relationships with local stakeholders and the importance of that. Our connection with local councils as well as neighbourhood houses and other services in those areas has been really important, when we are thinking about having a place‑based response to future events. 

MELODY BUSH:  Thanks, Jemma. Tiffany, I will check in with you, did you want to add to that at all? 

TIFFANY KOMIYAMA:  Yes, I would just add onto that, that multidisciplinary team, we know family violence increases during disaster events, so it is great having that knowledge within a team. We know we are going to need experienced workers in housing, so it is having a team that has a really fantastic skill set. 

MELODY BUSH:   Shilo, I am going to direct this next question to yourself. "If someone in the audience has never been part of a service relocation before, what tips could you give them to help them understand?" 

(Time 1:28:30)
SHILO WILSON:  Yes. Thank you very much for the question. In response to that, I would encourage organisations to communicate early and openly, both with their clients and with their staff. Even when you might not have all the answers at that given point in time, certainly communicate any plans that may be arising and continue to provide information and updates as things progress to both your clients and your staffing teams. I would also suggest providing staff and clients a say in the small things. An example could be as simple as what a young person packs in preparation to relocate or to evacuate; some say in what time they leave the day prior; how is their room set up at the new location. And try and keep routines, so that could be around mealtimes, activities. Try and keep things stable -this provides everyone with a bit of control and stability in a new environment. 

MELODY BUSH:  Brilliant. The importance of routine is critical, isn't it? Shilo, an audience question for you. Just to think about, they are asking, "Where does the funding come from for the accommodation?" I assume they are saying for the accommodation when you relocate.  

SHILO WILSON:  Yes. Our residential care homes are funded by the Vic Government through DFFH. Within that funding there is capacity to fund offsite accommodation. So, it is within the block funding that we receive that we have the capacity to fund those offsite stays when needed. 

MELODY BUSH:  Thanks, Shilo. The good thing is, as you mentioned, you've only needed to do two blocks this year. Short, sharp blocks in and out which doesn't draw too much down on that budget. Thanks, Shilo. The next question, Andrea, back to you. This is a question, "I noticed there has been an update to the emergency relocation hot line contact number for service providers. Can you tell us a bit more about why this has changed?". 

(Time 1:30:53)
ANDREA SPITERI:  Sure. An important point for those service providers that connect through to our North, West and East divisions, there has been no change to your contact numbers. It is just for those that connect through to the South division areas. We have needed to consolidate that line into one line for the South division. Previously there were two lines and so it just makes it simpler and easier for you this year to notify into the department if you need to relocate. Check the policy, go on the website. You will see the number. Pop it in your phone if you need to or make sure you highlight it within your organisation as well, given it is a new number this year. That goes straight through to the department and someone will be on the other end of that line to help you, in terms of when you are notifying to let us know you are relocating which is really critical for us to know about that by 9 o'clock on a Catastrophic Fire Danger Day. If you happen to be a residential care service, like Shilo was talking about, and you need to relocate under your Bushfire Survival Plan on an Extreme Fire Danger Day, it is really important that you let the department know so we know what is going on. Thanks, Mel. 

MELODY BUSH:  Brilliant. Thanks, Andrea. Jemma and Tiffany, really happy if you both want to take a run at this next question. "Given the opportunity, is there anything you would do differently in future activations based on your recent experience in the January 2026 fires?" 

(Time 1:32:41)
JEMMA KETTERIDGE:  Thanks, Mel, that is a question that we often talk about internally. There is always room for improvement and reflection around learnings and as an agency, we have really invested in that space. Great question. I think for us it is about making sure we have got staff that are ready to be deployed and stood into different recovery contexts. Some of the things we have been working on prior to an event is having a pool of staff that meet really regularly and talk about all things disaster recovery and can go into that space feeling really prepared as a case manager, really aware of the context that they're going to be coming into. 
As Tiffany touched on, recovery hubs can be really welcoming but daunting experiences for people, so making sure we are engaging with the community, meeting them where they are at but also engaging with young people as part of that process because I think their voices are really important in the context of disaster. Making sure we are bringing them to the forefront as much as possible as well. I would say that preparedness piece as an agency and making sure our staff knowledge, their wellbeing and resilience is considered as part of that approach. 

MELODY BUSH:  Thanks, Jemma. And Tiffany? 

TIFFANY KOMIYAMA:  I think Jemma answered that beautifully. I just add that no two disasters are the same. I think that was something ‑ a big learning for us and so, unfortunately, when we do the next one, it is something we will take with us and, as no two disasters are the same, recovery for everybody looks different. We will remember that as well, that everybody's recovery journey is so unique. 

MELODY BUSH:  Brilliant, thanks, Tiffany. I think you demonstrated that with the case scenarios as well, every situation is unique in its own right. Shilo, we will come back to you. "What is your number one consideration or learning from this year's experience of relocating your service on those two occasions?" 

(Time 1:35:20)
SHILO WILSON:  Yes. I would say again that it comes down to communication and relationships with your clients or your young people. The planning to move, the packing is the easy part. It is managing the communication, ensuring that you are communicating early and honestly with your clients and your staff to ensure that they feel informed and safe. It just makes the process so much easier. I would suggest continuing to communicate along the way as well. As things change or progress, make sure you are updating your staff and young people or clients. 

MELODY BUSH:  Brilliant. Thanks, Shilo. We have one more question for Jemma and Tiffany. "How does your organisation work with your staff to maintain their own wellbeing and resilience before, during and after emergencies?" 

(Time 1:36:17)
JEMMA KETTERIDGE:  Thanks, Mel. Definitely a really important part and, as Tiffany touched on, no disaster is the same and everyone's experience of that is going to be really different as well, even from a case manager perspective. There needs to be an acknowledgement that we hear a lot of traumatic stories day in and day out, and that does have an impact on people. I think as an agency, the scaffolding that we put around staff is really important in terms of good induction processes, good training, supervision, reflective practice. These are some of the really key things for our organisation to make sure that there is points where we stop and check in on our staff as much as we are stopping and checking in on community members. It does have an impact and we are sitting in a space where this won't be the last disaster that we support and we need to have a really focused ‑ a focus on our staff wellbeing and their resilience in these spaces. 

(Time 1:37:29)
MELODY BUSH:  Thanks, Jemma. Tiffany? 

TIFFANY KOMIYAMA:  I think that the word "Resilience" has this really positive connotation, however, when you are being resilient, it often doesn't feel like that. We need to remember and understand what our staff are going through and understand their baseline as well. If they're not doing well, it is something that we recognise because we know them. I think that is really important. 

(Time 1:38:03)
MELODY BUSH:  Yes. Keeping a watch out for the triggers that might indicate staff are not travelling well is really critical. Thank you, both. That was our last question from our audience today. I would like to thank all of our presenters and panellists today. Thank you Shilo, Jemma, Tiffany and Andrea for being part of our questions and being great sports in tackling those questions. In addition, I would like to also thank both Argiri and Tim for their earlier presentations. To the working group and the broader Emergency Management team here at the department, a massive shout out to all of you and your work and organisation preparing for today's forum. There is quite a lot of work that goes in behind the scenes and we really appreciate everything that you have done to make this work today. 
Thanks also to Kasey for our live captions today and our Auslan interpreters, Heather and Kristy. Hopefully we have not been too speedy in our speaking today and you have been able to get great messages across to our audience. 
In closing, thank you as an audience for joining us today on the forum. We would love your feedback on today's forum, so please complete the poll on our Slido. As I mentioned earlier, you can access Slido by scrolling down. It is embedded on the page you are watching us on today. Just under where you can see us and you can also open Slido on your phone by scanning the QR code on screen, or in a new window by visiting Slido.com and entering the code DFFH 2026. 
We have posted a number of links in the Q&A today and you will be able to access those but also, as I said, today's sessions were recorded and will be shared on our providers site. All of the questions and answers will also be made available to people for today. I would also like to thank our providers today for their support in bringing this together. Again, thank you all and goodbye. Have a great day. 

(End of transcript)
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