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This project was motivated by an 
awareness of cascading waves of 
challenges that Australia faces and 
the need for leadership, which is 
up to the task of supporting and 
stewarding the nation through the 
coming decades of turbulence, 
uncertainty, novelty and ambiguity. 

The project was created in the aftermath of the 2019-
2020 bushfires, following which all communities were 
impacted by the global COVID-19 pandemic, which 
has magnified the prospects of economic recession, 
heightened concerns around climate change, and 
emphasised with the increasing implications of social 
polarisation and inequity. All of these factors impact 
community resilience. 

Connecting with communities in South Australia 
and Victoria, representatives from each community 
volunteered to be trained in the elicitation of ‘lived-
experience’ stories, and to collect stories from within 
their communities which explored experiences of 
citizen leadership and its role in community resilience. 

The primary purpose of the project is to explore and 
document experiences of citizen leadership on-the-
ground in crisis-affected communities, and the role 
that citizen leadership plays in community resilience. 

The secondary purpose is to gather the evidence 
required to build an understanding of the importance 
of citizen leadership in Australian societal resilience 

and to gain insights, generate buy-in and develop 
and implement initiatives that are grounded in these 
lessons.

CITIZEN LEADERSHIP 

The synthesis of all collected stories and all shared 
sense-making processes has generated the following 
description of a citizen leader:

Citizen leaders are witnesses who choose to step up 
and act in times of crisis. A citizen leader has a sense 
of solidarity with those affected by the event they are 
taking action to address. They are not an outsider, 
they are not acting on the system to change it from the 
outside, they are part of the system, they are part of the 
story, they are affected. 

Citizen leaders have an internal locus of control, 
to act on something they have witnessed and feel 
compassion, empathy, and solidarity with. 

Citizen leaders have a connectedness which is 
completely different to service provision.

Citizen leaders often do not identify as leaders – but 
are characterised by being willing to lean into the 
situation and support others.

Citizen leaders are motivated by the needs of the 
community, not by ego, self-aggrandisement, or 
external measures of success.

 

Executive Summary
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CHARACTERISTICS OF CITIZEN LEADERS

 

   Compassion and empathy 

   Ability to listen 

    Connection to community, part of the story, not 
outside it

    An internal focus of control – self authorized 
with enough informal/practical power to act

    Adaptable and flexible – adjust the plan based 
on community needs

    Driven by the community needs not outside 
agendas or self-aggrandisement

    Action oriented – step up to act, put their 
shoulder to the wheel, motivated by desire to help

    Bridge builders and connectors – between 
formal organizations and the community

    Lead with trust in themselves and others

    Do not necessarily identify as leaders – they do 
not see themselves as trying to influence others. 
They identify as members of the community who 
are making a contribution to the community.

    Operate in both small and large spheres of 
influence

    Step up using existing skills and experiences 

    ‘Find a Way’ – rather than lead a project

HOW TO STIFLE CITIZEN LEADERSHIP 

   Managerialism

   Bureaucracy

   Poor management of tension between need for 
external support and what is happening on the 
ground 

    Top-down approaches 

    Outsiders making decisions on behalf of the 
community

HOW TO BUILD EMPOWER AND SUPPORT 

CITIZEN LEADERSHIP 

It is often only in hindsight that you can identify 
citizen leadership: you cannot predict who is going 
to become a citizen leader or what it is going to look 
like. 

The word ‘leadership’ is very loaded and may even 
work against the effectiveness of any structured 
‘leadership’ programs which aspire to support the 
leadership development of citizen leaders. 

Citizen leadership is an emergent quality – we must 
enable it to emerge by thinking about the conditions 
that give rise to its emergence.

Citizen leaders are people whose capacity for 
compassion, empathy, the ability to listen, sense of 
solidarity with those suffering and the community, and 
sense of responsibility to others motivates them to 
action, using whatever skills and experience they may 
have. 

To build, empower and support citizen leadership, we 
need to focus on ways to build empathy, compassion, 
a sense of belonging and a sense of responsibility to 
others and community.

Collectively the following stories demonstrate that 
individuals with a sense of belonging and warmth 
towards their communities are most likely to feel 
both moved and empowered to step into citizen 
leadership.

All activities that build individual and collective 
capacities for empathy and compassion, a sense of 
responsibility to others and foster connectedness and 
community cohesion, are likely to build, empower 
and enable citizen leadership during and after crisis.
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COMMON EXPERIENCES IMPACTING RESILIENCE 

There are several themes that reoccur throughout the 
collected stories, as common experiences in crisis-
effected communities. These insights are fundamental 
when considering how to improve community 
resilience during emergencies.

   You cannot prepare for what you cannot imagine 
– difficulty of preparing for what is beyond your 
capacity to imagine. Participative generation of 
exploratory scenarios of what is possible and 
plausible, are one way for communities to stretch 
their imagination. Scenarios create ‘memories of 
the future’ which help with preparedness. 

   Decision fatigue and feeling overwhelmed – 
accounting for this is important in the crisis and 
recovery phase.

   Resentment, blame and guilt – helping people 
to understand what happened without blame and 
ensuring that recovery and support processes 
are conducted in a way that is transparent and 
equitable.

   Need to feel connected to decision makers 
– ‘outsiders’ making decisions is particularly 
upsetting for the community, both during the crisis 
and in the recovery phase. Support and services 
operating under local leadership are important.

   Outside support/Inside control – Outside 
support is important. The onus is on outsiders to 
support without taking over.

   Clean-up is pivotal to recovery and resilience 
– clean-up remains pivotal for each individuals’ 
recovery journey. This needs to happen 
transparently, equitably, and as quickly as possible.

   Having to retell your story is traumatising – often 
the formal processes for community members to 
access support and services require them to tell 
their stories and itemise their losses in a manner 
which is traumatising. 

   Reliance on wives and female partners to manage 
bureaucracy – there should be a gender informed 
approach to developing community resilience. 
Managing the bureaucratic processes associated 
with crisis and recovery often falls on wives and 
female partners.

CONCLUSION 

Citizen leadership is fundamental to community 
resilience in a multitude of large and small ways. 
External support, while much needed, must be 
guided by citizen leaders, who choose to step up 
during emergencies. Citizen leadership makes up a 
mosaic of action in visible and invisible, larger, and 
smaller ways, which all count toward the overall 
resilience of the community. Without this mosaic of 
citizen leadership action, those in visible leadership 
positions burn out. 

Citizen leadership needs to be nourished. The 
best way to nourish citizen leadership is to build 
compassion and empathy, a sense of responsibility 
to each other and to community, and a sense of 
belonging and social cohesion. 

Key points include building cohesion through 
encouraging membership of groups and clubs, 
creating digital platforms to support these activities, 
communications and outreach to groups and 
clubs and funding to support groups, clubs, and 
neighbourhood houses. 

Undermining citizen leadership decreases the efficacy 
of recovery efforts. To strengthen citizen leadership, 
government agencies and NGO’s need to focus on 
identifying, working with and through citizen leaders; 
and most importantly, provide support without 
taking over control and letting external measures 
of success and performance outweight community 
voice. The community needs to be part of emergency 
management planning processes.

There is a lot that can be done during non-crisis 
times to better prepare people including scenario 
development and simulation involving the community 
and using this to inform emergency management 
planning. Streamlining the way in which people 
access support and providing practical assistance 
for any application processes is important, as well 
as minimising the number of complex decisions 
traumatised people are expected to make for 
themselves. The clean-up is pivotal in the recovery 
process, and it is important to prioritise the homes 
that people need to live in. The process for obtaining 
shelter, food and water during the crisis needs to be 
clear and equitable. 

Finally, in the aftermath of a crisis, it is important 
to build a narrative of hope and confidence in the 
community’s recovery.
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1Motivation and 
Purpose

This project was motivated by an awareness of cascading waves of challenges 
that Australian societies face, and the need for leadership which is up to 
the task of supporting and stewarding us through the coming decades of 
turbulence, uncertainty, novelty and ambiguity.

Figure 1 Cascading waves of challenges facing Australian Society drawn from the World Energy Council Trilemma 2020

The project was created in the immediate aftermath 
of the 2019-2020 bushfires, following which all 
communities were impacted by the global COVID-19 
pandemic. As such, these communities are now 
staring down the barrel of economic recession, 
increasing impacts of climate change all with a 
backdrop of significant societal unevenness which 
impacts resilience. 

The primary purpose of the project is to explore 
and document experiences of citizen leadership 

on-the-ground in crisis-effected communities, and 
the role that citizen leadership played in community 
resilience. 

The secondary purpose was to gather the evidence 
required to build understanding of the importance of 
citizen leadership in Australian societal resilience in 
order to generate buy-in for further initiatives that are 
grounded in these lessons.
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D esk-based research canvased a spectrum 
of formalised leadership approaches 
including: adaptive leadership, servant-based 

leadership, transformational leadership, feminist 
leadership, empathetic leadership and systemic 
leadership. A table containing a description and 
summary of core values and principles is provided in 
Appendix A. 

A series of interviews was conducted with respected 
leaders within Australia and around the world who 
identify with one or more of the headings above. 
These interviews are provided in Appendix B. Insights 
from the desk-based work and leadership interviews 
provided a foundation for the work that followed and 
allowed us to situate citizen leadership with respect to 
other leadership paradigms. 

Next, communities around South Australia and 
Victoria that had been impacted by the 2019-2020 
bushfires, COVID 19 and had existing inequalities 
were engaged. Representatives from each community 
volunteered to be trained in the elicitation of  ‘lived-
experience stories, and to collect stories from within 
their communities which explored experiences of 
citizen leadership and its role in community resilience. 
Stories were collected in communities over the course 
of 6 months. All story collectors read stories collected 
by each other. 

In September 2021, all story collectors, together with 
project officers Dr Ariella Helfgott, Mark Schenk, and 
Moira Were AM participated in a shared sense-making 
workshop, reviewing and synthesising insights from 
across all of the stories collected. Mark Schenk 
was able to share stories from the 2009 Australian 
bushfires which added a 10-year perspective. 

All in-person workshops and face-to-face interviews 
were adapted to adhere to social distancing rules 
and digitised as needed to ensure the safety of all 
researchers, practitioners and community members. 

This report provides a summary of the results of this 
pilot study, including a functional understanding 
of citizen leadership as it emerged from 
community experience, a discussion of what can 
be done to build and enable citizen leadership in 
Australian communities and finally, some broader 
recommendations for building community resilience 
which have emerged from the study. All interviews 
and stories are provided in Appendices with links to 
Dropbox for video files.

Within the body of the report, direct quotations are 
placed in inverted commas. Identification has been 
removed for confidentiality purposes.

3Approach2
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What is a citizen 
leader?

T he synthesis of all collected stories and all 
shared sense-making processes has generated 
the following description of a citizen leader:

The following points have been transcribed directly 
from the shared sense-making process:

A citizen leader:

   is a witness to something, and they then chose to 
step up and act.

   has a sense of solidarity with those affected by the 
issues they are taking action about, they are not an 
outsider acting “on” a system, they are part of the 
system.

“The power of resonance of the connectedness of shared 
experience – “we’ve got each other, I understand what you have 
been through””

   has an internal locus of control, to act on something 
in response to something they have witnessed. They 
may even be suffering in the same way. 

“Not waiting for permission to act - self-authorized and with 
enough informal/practical power to act”.

   has a sense of connectedness which is completely 
different to service provision

“People willing to help others while dealing with their own 
damage”

“People stepping up and doing what needs to be done, swift 
action to relieve suffering, pure compassion in action without 
self-identifying with the action”

Many of the stories gave participants in the shared 
sense-making activity a sense of a moral or a spiritual 
parable. 

3
A citizen leader is a witness to 
something, which they chose 
to step up and act to address. 
A citizen leader has a sense of 
solidarity with those affected by 
the thing they are taking action to 
address. They are not an outsider, 
they are not acting on the system 
to change it from outside, they 
are part of the system, they are 
part of the story, they are not 
unaffected. 

A citizen leader has an internal 
locus of control, to act on 
something they have witnessed 
and feel compassion, empathy 
and solidarity with.
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“There is something sacred about the purity of action to relieve 
suffering, I am reminded of Christian parables, my partner in 
the breakout group was reminded of Buddhist principles of 
acting to relieve the suffering of others, without ego”.

“You set aside your own fear because you know deep down in 
your DNA that your entire survival of the species is a collective 
experience.”

   often does not identify as a leader. All people 
display levels of citizen leadership to the degree that 
“people were willing to lean in to the situation and 
support others” 

“We get so caught up in the language of leadership. Citizen 
leadership can be really quite small in actions, and even small 
in impact, but it is this mosaic of stuff going on, and everyone 
stepping up that leads to resilience on a larger scale. Without 
this individuals would just burn out.”

   is motivated by the needs of the community not by 
ego, self-aggrandisement, or external measures of 
success. 

“The Mayor was helpful as he was hands on and connected. 
He was trying to make all the calls and connections and 
trying to get the best people on board and that wasn’t because 
he was trying to get elected again, that was because he’s a 
community member – he was acting as a representative of the 
people. You don’t often hear people talking about people in 
elected positions talking with that much appreciation for their 
connection to community – During those situations I never 
saw him as the Mayor, I saw him as someone who was trying to 
help and who I felt was doing it wholeheartedly.”

   compassion, empathy and sense of responsibility to 
step up and do what can be done.

4
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Characteristics of 
citizen leaders

4.1 COMPASSION AND EMPATHY

Compassion and empathy are the most fundamental 
qualities of citizen leaders, on which almost all other 
characteristics rest. Compassion and empathy are 
the most frequently occurring themes in all stories 
collected following both 2009 and 2019 fires. This 
was the top ranked quality of citizen leaders during 
the shared sense-making process. 

The following is an excerpt from the lived-experience 
stories:

“Having been through the fires myself, I felt I had the empathy 
and compassion to deal with people. I think people find it easy 
to talk to me and with me, and they know me. I was fairly well 
respected, so I felt I was already a couple of steps ahead of the 
pack when it comes to recovery work”

4.2 ABILITY TO LISTEN 

Listen is the most frequently used verb in stories about 
citizen leadership, most particularly the ability to 
listen to the community. Citizen leaders are described 
as having the “ability to listen on-the-ground and 
address the needs of people rather than what the 
bureaucracy thinks the community need”. They have 
the “capacity to listen”

The following is an excerpt from the lived-experience 
stories:

“Our recovery coordinator had left and we were getting a new 
one,  and I was really pleased with the way that he conducted 
himself. He was always available to you if you needed to have 
those discussions. And he came once more, he just wanted 

some input about things that he thought we might like to help 
share and encourage people and what else was needed in the 
community. Yeah, and he did a really good job. I thought he 
was a really good coordinator, especially compared to what 
we’ve had previously, whether that person was out of their 
depth, I don’t know. And there’s things that having dealt with 
the army,  there was no body walking around talking to each 
individual property owner, which I think needs to be done. 
From the beginning, we were promised that and it didn’t 
happen to us. And I know it didn’t happen for other people. 
And, they were saying nobody should be left behind. But unless 
you actually grid pattern it and walk, how do you know who’s 
being left behind? As a criticism, I think that’s something that 
we need to look at, is that there is some person, a community 
person who has the skills to approach people that have gone 
through trauma that they need to go door to door and ask, 
what do you need? How are you going and how can we help?”

4
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4.3 CONNECTED TO COMMUNITY, PART OF THE 

STORY NOT OUTSIDE IT 

Citizen leaders have a “place of solidarity in the story.” 
They are part of the community, connected to the 
community. They have:

    “Grass roots knowledge of community needs”

   “Relatable communication as a community member 
rather than an outsider”

    “People lost respect for formal leadership positions 
due to perceived lack of action on the stuff that 
mattered most, lack of connectedness and solidarity”.

    “The importance of having the right person in 
charge who is competent and connected to the 
community”.

The following is an excerpt from the lived-experience 
stories:

“We literally never saw my husband. So he was out every day 
and every night and he used to come home around 2:00, 3:00 
AM every night he would come home and sleep two or three 
hours, then he would shower and have something to eat and 
he often would leave before the kids even get up and he would 
head back out to a new place, another friend, another family 
member, another farmer that needed help and they would 
always radio each other and know what the situation was.

I would say to him, “Can’t you be home for a day. We haven’t 
seen you in the holidays at all, kids miss you, we just want to 
have one day with you.” And he would say to me, “No, I have 
to go, I have to help. This is what we do here. And if there’s ever 
a fire at our place, we would want other people to come to us 
as well.” And I don’t think I understood that fully, the actual 
meaning of it at that stage I do now.” 

“That’s the next chapter of my job. (…) We want that 
community voice; the ones we call our informal community 
leaders. (…) It’s important for the community to step up, that 
voice to be heard and that identifies what’s going right in the 
recovery setting and what’s not going right, and it focuses our 
attention on what we should be doing. Those gaps that are 
in the recovery area might be mental health issues, domestic 
violence might rear its head, and because as time changes, 
people’s psychology changes, things change. It’s evolving all the 
time, so different needs will come up. (…)

4.4 INTERNAL LOCUS OF CONTROL 

Citizen leaders have an internal locus of control. They:

    Do not wait for permission to act – self-authorized 

and with enough informal/practical power to act

    Feel empowered to help the community with their 
knowledge and skills

    Are not driven by ego or being acknowledged, put 
the communities’ needs first

The following is an excerpt from the lived-experience 
stories:

“There was huge amounts of people in there. So, while you were 
waiting to go from the one person that gave you food and the 
person who registered you for your losses, there was someone 
that was giving massages and that was so good. And it was great 
because they were locals. You could just talk to them, .”

4.5 ADAPTABILITY AND FLEXIBILITY 

Citizens understand the importance of adaptability 
and flexibility of services to ensure that the 
communities needs are front and centre. For example, 
people spoke about the army being more helpful 
when they first arrived and were at a loose end before 
their leaders came, as during this time they listened. 

“Citizen leadership is not as time bound and performance 
measure bound as other formal forms of leadership and 
therefore is much more adaptable to what is needed and people 
come in and out as needed”.

4.6 DRIVEN BY COMMUNITY NEEDS NOT OUTSIDE 

AGENDAS OR SELF-AGGRANDISEMENT 

Citizen leaders are described as being driven by 
determination to help the community, notably not to 
meet “outside agendas” and most importantly not 
driven by their own egos or need to be a leader. 

Most did not even identify as leaders.

Citizen leaders are:

    selfless and without agenda, only having the 
greater goal for the community in mind 

    come from a “servant leader” perspective

    have an ability to listen on-the-ground and address 
the needs of people rather than what the bureaucracy 
thinks the community needs



CITIZEN LEADERSHIP AND COMMUNITY RESILIENCE: 
AN EXPLORATION OF AUSTRALIAN BUSHFIRE AFFECTED COMMUNITIES 13

    are willing and have the capacity to help

The following are excerpts from the lived-experience 
stories:

“She stepped up from an assistant role into the manager’s 
position, and boy – she has really grown in that role. She 
has a very good sense of what the community wants, where 
it’s at, how to introduce programs that are important to the 
community. And so the Centre has really changed from a place 
that was largely focused on training, and X has transformed it 
into a community hub with a very broad base of community 
activities and services. And I think she’s great!” 

“I feel like all of those people have taken all of those jobs on 
because they wanted to make it easier and make it better than 
when it happened to themselves. And I suppose that’s what 
happens if you’ve gone through a terrible situation. And you 
have gone through some hardship and some situations that 
were just difficult. You want to make sure that that difficulty 
doesn’t happen to someone else.”

4.7 ACTION ORIENTED

All stories of citizen leadership are of someone 
stepping up to act to do something about an issue 
they had seen, putting their shoulder to the wheel 
alongside others, or stepping up alone, motivated by 
a desire to help, to meet a need.

Citizen leaders:

    see a problem/need and making it a priority to find 
the solution

    are action oriented citizen leadership involves 
stepping up and putting your shoulder to the wheel

    recognize in themselves a passion/interests/skills 
that will meet a need they’ve identified

The following are excerpts from the lived-experience 
stories:

“And I drove around checking on people, getting anything 
they needed. And then I sat next to a few people’s houses while 
they were fighting fires to make sure there’s no ember attacks 
on the houses and just kept in touch with everyone. It was like 
the Wild West. People were taking it upon themselves for back 
burning. There was a lot of earthmoving machinery, just rocks 
and dirt roads out west. And there were fires everywhere. And 
people were sort of looking after themselves, the farm units 

were incredible. They’re all just talking to each other on their 
two-way radios. And you could hear each other’s neighbors. 
And if anybody was really getting into the shit, they would 
race over and help them out and then come back and try and 
look after their own farm Those guys were working together 
without any official leadership. It was really cool. That just sort 
of happened organically.” 

“ The neighbourhood centre manager – she’s very good at 
communicating with the community. She recognised that there 
were a numbers of activities that people were interested in and 
she felt that the centre had a range of facilities that could be 
used by the community. She speaks to various groups, and she’s 
helped set up a lot of groups. She’s set up a social enterprise 
with the café and catering business. She seems to manage to 
draw people into lots of things they didn’t think they really 
wanted to do. And she’s created a really nice, supportive, 
pleasant environment here at the centre. She’s also a doer – 
she’ll roll up her sleeves and do whatever needs to be done.”

4.8 BRIDGE BUILDERS AND CONNECTORS 

Citizen leaders are bridge builders and connectors.  

Citizen leaders: 

    build bridges between formal organisations 
(Council, army etc) and the community

    connect together the different organisations who 
come in to “help”

The following are excerpts from the lived-experience 
stories:

“So, I just kept putting out positive posts to try and just 
encourage. And the number of people that would talk to me in 
the street that people I know but not friends with them were 
just really interested in seeing what’s going on. And the people 
that weren’t affected by the fires really felt lost and didn’t know 
how to help people. And by putting those posts up, too, they 
could see what was going on within everybody’s gardens. So, 
they just sort of went from there. And I kept communicating 
with Anne and she would ask me what I thought because I’d 
been affected. She said, I don’t want to give people what they 
don’t want. I’m also a realist and know that if things are offered 
you have to take them, even if the timing isn’t right.  I’ve just 
kept in contact and tried to help her do that. And when she got 
all the fruit trees and things, nobody was responding to her 
email. So, I put another post up and then got this big list and 
just directed it all to her. So I feel a bit like a connector so that 
if something if I saw that something needed to be done, I could 



14

point people in the right direction. 

4.9 LEAD WITH TRUST IN THEMSELVES AND OTHERS 

Citizen leaders lead with trust, in themselves, and in 
others:

“And the most amazing thing, [firefighter] turned to me and 
[name], who was sitting in the back of the truck, we’re both 
green as grass, he said, have you ever experienced anything 
like this before? And we said ‘no way’. And he said, it’s going 
to go completely black. You’re not going to be to see anything. 
It’s going to be extremely loud. It’s going to sound like sitting 
behind a 747 and it’s going to be excruciatingly hot. But the 
trucks and your equipment are designed to get through this. 
He said, put your head down in the mask, keep your breathing 
calm because you’re going to be breathing in a fair bit of smoke 
and he goes trust in the equipment, trust that we’re not going 
to put you in the shit. I have been through this before, so it’s 
okay. And so then we’re in the thick of it, for the next twenty 
five minutes, we got pummelled. Everything was just black and 
red out that window of the truck. At one point,  the snorkel 
melted off my mates ute while he was sitting in it. We pulled up 
at a house and said “we can save this house” and a tree above 
it burst into flames and we’ve jumped out and it was just black 
and red. And somehow [the CFS captain] had the foresight or 
just the presence of mind that it was alright. And we got out, 
cooled off a couple of gas bottles that were in front of us. There 
was petrol bowsers and diesel bowsers that were venting not far 
away, though, kind going off like jets. There was shit exploding 
in the shed. And we’ve put out this tree above the the stone 
cottage and we managed to save that, which is pretty cool. And 
then the farmer walked out of the house and goes, It’s good to 
see you guys.”

4.10 DO NOT NECESSARILY IDENTIFY AS LEADERS 

Citizen leaders do not necessarily identify as leaders. 
They do not see themselves as trying to influence 
others. They identify as members of the community 
who want to contribute:

Citizen leaders:

    do not bring a power or influence agenda

    are not related to power or control

Leadership may be a misnomer, or needs to be 
reframed because what motivated people was 
wanting to contribute and wanting to act. It wasn’t 

necessarily thought through as taking a leadership 
role, it was more about feeling connected and 
wanting to make a difference. 

The following is an excerpt from the lived-experience 
stories:

“it was so weird when someone called me a community or a 
citizen leader for the first time. I saw a need, I wanted to solve 
a problem” 

“I suppose I never really saw myself as a leader. That name 
popped up at some point, someone called me a community 
leader and I didn’t really know what they even meant. Because 
all I did at some point was I had felt this huge need of wanting 
to talk to people. And I wanted those conversations to be public 
because I thought they helped me so much. And I can only 
imagine how much pain other people in my community are 
feeling and those conversations might help them just as much 
as me, that’s what I was hoping.”

“And again, if it could help one person, I was pretty pleased 
with myself because it already helped me. And I believe it 
became part of my mental recovery journey because I started 
to really need those conversations. I realized how much of a 
need to talk I had. And it wasn’t really me talking. It was me 
listening, but just having someone else tell me their stories. And 
it was just everything after the fires. It had become a little bit of 
a lifeline. It was become a reason for me to get out of bed to be 
honest, apart from my children”.

4.11 OPERATE IN BOTH VERY SMALL AND VERY 

LARGE SPHERES OF INFLUENCE 

Citizen leaders are not necessarily the people that you 
see up front, they are people stepping up to act to 
relieve suffering, in solidarity and making a difference, 
in all kinds of small and large, visible and less visible 
ways. It all counts. 

   “Every little bit counts.” 

   “One person, one act can be impactful”.

The following are excerpts from the lived-experience 
stories:

“People tend to step up using existing skills and experience 
to contribute. Some people do this through community 
organising, others do it through smaller ways, the entire 
mosaic counts. This is potentially the difference between being 
a community leader and being a citizen leader. No one would 
call the man who gave his shoes to the other man a community 
leader but he did meet all of the criteria for citizen leadership, 
and his act was an act of citizen leadership. You also need to be 
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witnessed to be called a community leader. To be a community 
leader you probably have to be more broadly representative.”

Whether large or small, citizen leaders are seen to 
have the following qualities:

    a positive future vision

    Non-traditional way of acting 

    Look out for those that might get left behind by 
dominant systems and usual leaders - “They look out 
for people – those that might get left behind”

“For us, the biggest source of support was our friends. Because 
we were burnt out earlier, we’d started up rolling up fences and 
things like that with our friends without any other support. We 
didn’t get the army here to do anything until virtually the end 
because again, once the second round of fires went west, this 
end of the island sort of got forgotten.”

“And I had a friend of mine ringing me up asking,”What would 
you like me to bring you,?” I said, two litres of milk and a 
clothesline. And I look back at that day when they brought out 
a clothesline. And he turned up with two litres of milk and a 
clothesline. And he put the clothesline up for me. You know, it’s 
things like that when you’re just dealing with all this stuff.”

“Because they’ve done it, they’ve been there and they know 
exactly how to fill these pieces of paper out, to get what you 
need. I’m very good at paperwork, but at that time, my brain 
was not always fully functioning. And so having someone with 
that experience was amazing. And literally a lady came out, saw 
us, calculated the amount of money we were under-insured 
for, which was a shocker to hear and calculated our losses. And 
even put the application in for us.”

4.12 STEP UP USING EXISTING SKILLS AND 

EXPERIENCE 

Citizen leaders step in whatever ways they can, using 
whatever skills and experience they have.

   “People were just wiling to lean in, if people came 
to them for support, then they just leant in, rather than 
turning away.”

   “People lean into old skill sets when they step up to 
assist – and in so doing embark on their own healing 
journey.”

The following are excerpts from the lived-experience 
stories:

“People often took up leadership roles that aligned with their 
interests, skills and experiences, e.g. someone who provided 
gardening support. People tapping in to interests or passions or 
skills that they already had”. 

“She loves her garden, she became a point of connection for 
everyone on the island who wanted something for their garden 
and had an interest in gardening.”

“The thing that really struck me during the last bushfires was 
people walking in the door of the Centre saying, “what do we 
do?” X asked “how do we deal with this? What’s our role?” We 
started talking about what we might do and the idea sort of 
grew from that into the Keep Calm Committee (KCC). The 
thing that’s amazing about the KCC is that it’s quite small. It 
really only has five members. The thing is that everyone is a 
leader in their own right. So it’s made a perfect formula for 
a group that was going to work really well together because 
everyone was inspired by the idea and were prepared to work 
on different areas of interest and focus, and then get together 
to talk about what was happening. I think that what’s made it 
work is that we’ve all got our different strengths.” 

4.13 CITIZEN LEADERS “FIND A WAY” 

Citizen leaders “find a way” rather than “lead a 
project” 

“We’re looking at a project to develop a group of volunteers 
with appropriate qualifications to help older and more 
vulnerable members of the community to prepare their 
properties. This came from people who are living by themselves 
coming into our Coffee Club and café and talking about their 
situation. It became clear that they are very vulnerable, and 
they see themselves in that way. It’s presented lots of interesting 
challenges. I’ve trundled off to the football club, the 
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netball club, the basketball and cricket clubs and said “are you 
guys interested in volunteering to help some of these vulnerable 
people to clear their gutters and whatever else they need?” 
Yes…but then the next thing we encountered was the problem 
of insurance. What if one of them fell? So that set off a whole 
investigation, and the solution we came up with was to provide 
relevant accredited training that we would find funding to pay 
for. The advantage of doing this is that it gives young people a 
set of credentials that might be useful in future employment.” 5
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A ccording to the stories and shared sense-
making process the ways that citizen 
leadership is “stifled” includes:

How to stifle 
citizen leadership

The following is an excerpt from the lived-experience 
stories demonstrating how easy it can be to stifle citizen 
leadership: 

“…And one of the problems, is that they brought in a lot of outside 
people who had no local knowledge, who seemed to be a bit 
resistant to opening up to the local knowledge. The thing I didn’t 
like about it was that the meetings are deemed to be confidential. 
Here you are, a community representative organisation, and 
you are not allowed to talk to people in the community about 
what’s going on. The other thing about it was that it took them ages 
to make a decision. Whereas with the [local coffee group we’d set 
up], we just ran with it. We saw things that needed doing and we 
did them. We were always amazed at how supportive people were.”

“So they shut down the command center. And really got a lot of 
people offside, and then we had a bunch of people who didn’t 
know the lay of the land  running the operation.  They started 
withdrawing assets. And so a lot of the trucks got stood down or 
commandeered by management.People wanted to be defending 
their friends, farms and their townships. We literally had to go 
rogue, we turned off our radios and had to talk by phone to protect 
the townships.” 

5
 � Managerialism can kill citizen 

leadership

 � Bureaucracy – as soon as it 
comes in, things don’t work 
because it disables the witness-
into-action mechanism.

 � Poorly managing the tension 
between the need for external 
support, and how to implement 
and facilitate and organise - that 
was where it became problematic

 � When external actors come in 
on top of locals and lead directly 
rather than through local leaders. 
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How to build, empower 
and support citizen 
leadership

Citizen leaders are people whose capacity for 
compassion, empathy, their ability to listen, their 
sense of solidarity with those suffering and the 
community, and their sense of responsibility to others 
motivate them to action, using whatever skills and 
experience they may have. To build, empower and 
support citizen leadership, it follows that we need to 
focus on ways to build empathy, compassion, a sense 
of belonging and a sense of responsibility to others 
and community.

Collectively, the stories demonstrate that individuals 
with a sense of belonging and warmth towards their 
communities are most likely to feel both moved and 
empowered to step into citizen leadership of any 
form. 

    “There’s a sense of warmth and connection 
between the members of the community in advance. 
They speak with warmth about each other. That’s the 
enabling environment that makes people know they 
can do little or big things.”

It is also worth noting the lessons for local 
government. Those LGA’s that were highly responsive 
to the community were more successful in supporting 
community resilience. 

It raises the important question:

    “What is this relationship with your local 
government and local council and what have they 
learned from previous fires and how have they put 
that into action in terms of being able to identify 
appropriate people in the community and let them 
lead/represent.”

6
 � It is only in hindsight that you 

can identify citizen leadership: 
you can’t predict who is going to 
become a citizen leader or what it 
is going to look like in any detail.

 � The word ‘leadership’ is very 
loaded and may even work 
against the effectiveness of any 
structured “leadership” programs 
as an approach to nurture citizen 
leadership.

 � Citizen leadership is complex. 
It’s an emergent quality. We have 
to enable it to emerge by thinking 
about the conditions that give 
rise to its emergence.

The shared sense-making process 
concluded that:
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Essentially, all activities that build individual 
and collective capacities for empathy and 
compassion, a sense of responsibility to others 
and community and foster connectedness 
and community cohesion are likely to build, 
empower and enable citizen leadership during 
and after crises. The activities that different types 
of actors might consider in order to do this are 
described in the table below.

DEVELOPING COMPASSION  

AND EMPATHY

FOSTERING COMMUNITY CONNECTEDNESS  

AND SOCIAL COHESION

SCHOOLS AND 

LEADERSHIP 

PROGRAMS

    Teaching meditation, mindfulness and 
loving kindness practices

    Compassion and empathy training 

    Undertake active listening training

    Listening to stories and reflecting in groups

    Story circles

    School kids participating in community activities 

    Community service

LOCAL 

GOVERNMENT  

AND NGOS

    Staff enabled to undertake meditation, 
mindfulness, loving kindness practices 

    Staff undertake compassion and empathy 
training 

    Staff undertake active listening training 

    Learning how to support without taking 
over

    Support neighbourhood houses 

    Programs that support groups, clubs etc – things 
that build social cohesion 

    Support cooperatives and community 
foundations 

    Support community gardens.

    Council can provide digital and physical 
infrastructure and resourcing - software, places to 
meet etc. 

    Learn how to work through emergent citizen 
leaders rather than taking over  or letting external 
measures of success distort community leadership.

   Undertake scenario planning and strategic 
forecasting to support the creation of alternative 
futures for disaster preparedness

COMMUNITIES

    Listening to stories and reflecting in groups

    Story circles

    Compassion and empathy training

    Community ownership of key assets builds 
foundation, assets etc builds empowerment and 
cohesion 

    Set up community cooperatives

    Set up community foundations 

    Use local currencies
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Common Experiences 
Impacting Resilience

There were several themes that 
recurred throughout the collected 
stories, as common experiences in 
crisis affected communities. These 
are not directly focused on what 
citizen leadership is, how it is built 
or how it is undermined. These 
themes are included here because 
they have emerged from our data 
and are fundamental for improving 
community resilience during 
emergencies.

7.1 YOU CAN’T PREPARE FOR WHAT YOU CAN’T 

IMAGINE

Across the stories from the 2009 and 2019-2020 fires, 
people speak about the difficulty of being prepared 
for an event which was beyond their previous capacity 
to imagine. These quotes from the shared sense-
making process echo this experience:

    “Lack of preparedness, underestimating the 
ferocity of this event” 

    “You feel like you are prepared up until the day it 
hits you. It would be important to look in to how you 
genuinely prepare people better, given that it seems 
to be a pattern that people feel they are well prepared 
until they are hit with something”. 

    “It doesn’t matter how prepared you are, plans go 
out the window when you are faced with an event of 
greater ferocity than expected”.

    “You can’t be prepared when you can’t 
conceptualise what you are going to face”. 

Participatory generation of exploratory scenarios 
which really push the boundaries of what is possible 
and plausible, are one way for communities to stretch 
their imaginations. Scenarios are known as a way of 
creating “memories of the future” which help with 
preparedness. Once plausible scenarios, which are 
challenging and salient to the community have been 
developed, simulation activities can be held which 
allow people to explore how they would respond in 
circumstances which are outside of their expectations 
but which “could happen”. This type of activity allows 
people to see how prepared they really are and build 
greater capabilities and capacities. If the scenarios 
are effective at really pinning down the edges of the 
board in terms of what is possible in a given horizon, 
they can greatly assist in addressing this issue of under 
preparedness.

7.2 DECISION FATIGUE

Many of the stories describe decision fatigue and 
feeling overwhelmed:

    “Recognising that decision fatigue is experienced 
by people. There is a need to support community 
members to make the number of complex decisions 
that need to be made.”

7
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“And then people just kept coming, dropping off bags and 
which we were very grateful for. But at that point too, it was 
very overwhelming as well, because I didn’t have a list. I hadn’t 
had the brain capacity yet to think about what we might need 
and to grasp the size of what we had lost. So that was pretty 
hard. To have a list ready when your brain isn’t working of what 
do I need to get was, so you can give that list to people and they 
can supply you with your basic needs because you just keep on 
taking or you just keep on getting it dropped off, but that stuff 
actually totally overwhelms you too, because sometimes people 
drop off the same stuff..”

7.3 RESENTMENT, BLAME, GUILT

Resentment, blame and guilt – sadly, are all also part 
of the stories. Helping people to understand what 
happened without blame and ensuring that recovery 
and support processes are carried out in a way that is 
transparent and equitable is essential. These quotes 
are drawn from the shared sense-making process:

    “Resentment about any polarization of the disaster 
and approach to recovery”.

    “Guilt about receiving more help than someone 
else, guilt about having spoken up more than 
someone else”. 

“And one of the hardest things to deal with afterwards was … 
I’ve got a very broad friendship group, some friends and a lot 
of people who are conservationists, who work for Parks and 
for the conservation groups and things like that. I’ve got a lot 
of friends who have some sort of more old school views about 
those sorts of things. And it seemed like everybody needed 
someone to blame. And so we lost that sense of community. 
But the problem, people would only talk about fire and there 
was no relief from it. And then people would blame ‘all those 
fucking greenies’ and stuff like that.”

7.4 NEED TO FEEL CONNECTED TO DECISION 

MAKERS

“Outsiders” making decisions was something that 
particularly upset people, both during the crisis and in 
the recovery phase. There is a need to feel connected 
to the leadership and to decision makers. Ensuring 
that citizen leaders are empowered and that support 
and services operate under local leadership will help. 

    “Aggression in the room in LGA meetings because 
they had this perception that people there just 

making jobs for themselves” to go in there with the 
best intention but it was actually very challenging. 
When it came to funding – they wanted transparency 
about how the money is being spent. Some local 
government priorities for the community didn’t align 
with what the community wanted. Having a lot of 
money spent on community halls didn’t align with the 
council’s plan for where they needed funding to go.”

“It’s been like 15 months of fire, fire, fire, and everybody trying 
to help out and just so many different organisations. I think 
there’s been a bit of a lack of coordination of those services. 
(…) I didn’t agree with the structure of our recovery effort 
from the state recovery coordinator. I just found that it wasn’t 
very community-inclusive—talk the talk, but really didn’t walk 
the walk. It was hard to get that community voice because we 
couldn’t have meetings with the community, so that was made 
difficult (…) and it wasn’t really structured the way it should 
have been. (…)” 

7.5 OUTSIDE SUPPORT, INSIDE CONTROL

Outside support is definitely needed. The onus is 
on outsiders to support without taking over control. 
There are many instances in the stories of the need to 
rely on networks and support beyond the immediate 
community. 

“We often rely on local networks, but because such large 
portions of the local community were affected, we found we 
had to rely on networks beyond. There were stories of friends 
and relatives coming from afar to help. The stories made it clear 
that certainly not everything came from within the community, 
but the outside help was leveraged from within through 
connections. The local network was busy dealing with their 
own stuff.”

7.6 CLEAN-UP IS PIVOTAL TO RECOVERY AND 

RESILIENCE

Clean-up was pivotal for people’s recovery journey 
this needs to happen transparently, equitably, and as 
quickly as possible:

    “Mentally, physically, spiritually, emotionally, I 
couldn’t move on with planning a new house, until 
the old one was removed”

    “Clean-up, clothing food, dead animals – this is 
the basics that local gov needs to take care of. Make 
the point that local government is authorized to make 
these plans.” 

    “Despite all the infrastructure there was still no 
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certainty about how to clean up the property, how to 
get food and clothes, how to deal with livestock, this 
should be standard in a crisis.” 

    “Make sure to clean up people’s properties asap.”

There are many opportunities for planning and 
implementation of clean-up by agencies involved in 
supporting this process to improve. The following are 
excerpts from lived-experience stories evidencing 
this:

“I think while everything was still in the way, that’s probably 
why it did take so long. Because there was all the existing 
house, the old house and the sheds. Everything was there on 
the ground still. We actually had a few guys from the army 
come back from another day. We had this enormous pile of 
metal and just everything burnt stacked up, down behind 
where the shed used to be. That sat there for weeks and weeks. 
It just got bigger and bigger and bigger. You’re looking at a 
mess. Until that was cleaned up, I didn’t really start to think of 
putting anything new up.”

“I looked at the clean-up process and for me, it was just a joke. 
You had to register, so we went in and registered. I had to tell 
them what we had. We told them what we had. They came out 
and they painted the asbestos, sprayed it so that it wouldn’t 
contaminate anything. Then it was weeks and weeks. Then 
you’re driving around and looking at houses where nobody 
lives and hadn’t lived, and derelict buildings, and stuff getting 
cleaned up well before there were any properties where there 
was people that were actually living and working were getting 
cleaned up.

“I think if they actually cleaned the properties up faster, that 
would have made a big difference. I sort of get that logistically, 
it’s huge. But I think there was way too much back scratching 
going on, on that side of things. We waited months to get our 
house and stuff cleaned up. Because there were so many people 
affected and it’s over such a wide area, and everyone’s needs are 
a lot different, I think it’s hard for any one agency to be able to 
go, “Okay, we’re going to do this.” Because that might only serve 
one or two people.” 

“I became really, really frustrated with the lack of support for 
want of a better word. I could see that everything was going 
berserk, and they were a lot of people that have a lot of issues 
and needed a lot of help…we were going and asking for the 
help that was supposedly there and it wasn’t forthcoming. We 
were told that people would come and assess us and help us do 
what we needed to do. To to move forward you have to clean 
up. You’ve got to start again. And that, to me, was the hardest 
thing that we weren’t getting support with.” 

“And I was really cross because I had heard that they were 
cleaning up houses that were never going to be rebuilt. They 
were cleaning up other infrastructure that didn’t need to be 
done, where we were trekking ash through our house looking 
at all of this stuff and we couldn’t move forward till that was 
done.”

7.7 REPEATEDLY HAVING TO RETELL YOUR STORY IS 

RETRAUMATIZING

Often the formal processes for community members 
to access support and services require them to retell 
their stories and itemise their losses in a manner that 
is extremely traumatising. The following quotes are 
drawn from the shared sense-making process:

“[Another major frustration] in the recovery phase, and I did 
a lot of the paperwork obviously, was that I felt like I had to tell 
my story, retell our story for grant applications or any type of 
government processes and agencies. I had to retell our story 
every time again to all the services out there. That was actually 
really, really tough. Because every time you have to do that, you 
have to relive it. You have to recap it.

You have to walk through your burnt house in your head and 
relive everything that you have to itemise and put a value to 
it, so that you might be qualified for a certain grant. Then 
you have to relive your story and explain what happened. A 
lot of those agencies are connected. They should be able to 
collaborate and get that information from you once you’ve told 
the story once, twice, three times maybe. But I found that really 
traumatising.”

“Me personally, I’m tenacious, I’m a dog with a bone, and 
I don’t like giving up. But some days I’ve found it quite 
frustrating in the recovery sense, in my own personal recovery, 
when you’re dealing with mobs like Centrelink. It just drove me 
around the bend, they were really difficult, they did not make 
life easy. You had to retell your story to everybody every time 
and I just thought, this is insane. How many emergencies have 
we been through in Australia? We still haven’t got a decent one 
stop shop sort of system. So, (…) if there’s 15 different grants 
you’re entitled to, you don’t want to have to go chasing those 15 
different grants. Your head is in a fog, you just don’t know who 
you’ve contacted, who you applied for, what you haven’t applied 
for, you don’t even know what’s out there half the time.”

7.8 RELIANCE ON WIVES AND FEMALE PARTNERS TO 

MANAGE BUREAUCRACY
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There is a need to take a gender informed approach 
to developing community resilience. Many of 
the stories flagged that the burden of managing 
bureaucracy often fell on wives and female partners.
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9
C itizen leadership is fundamental to community 

resilience in a multitude of large and small 
ways. External support, while much needed, 

must be guided by and through a community who are 
stepping up during an emergency. 

Citizen leadership needs to be nourished. The 
best ways to nourish citizen leadership is to build 
compassion and empathy, a sense of responsibility 
to each other and to community, and a sense of 
belonging and social cohesion. There are many ways 
schools, leadership programs, local government, 
NGOs and communities themselves can do this and 
these are covered in Section 6.

Some key points are to build social cohesion 
through encouraging membership of groups and 
clubs, creating digital platforms which enable 
activities, communications and outreach of groups 
and clubs and funding to support groups, clubs, 
neighbourhood houses. Also encouraging the 
formation of community cooperatives in which 
community members participate economically and 
enable shared ownership of key assets and resources 
which build the resilience of the community. 

Undermining citizen leadership most certainly 
decreases the efficacy of recovery efforts. In order to 
avoid undermining citizen leadership government 
agencies and NGOs need to learn how to identify, 
work with and through citizen leaders; and most 
importantly, how to provide support without taking 
over control and letting external measures of success 
and performance outweigh community voice. 
The community needs to be part of emergency 
management planning processes. 

There is a lot that can be done during non-crisis 
times to better prepare people including scenario 
development and simulation involving the community 
and using this to inform emergency management 
planning. Streamlining the way in which people 
access all kinds of support and providing practical 
assistance for any application processes is important; 
as well as minimizing the number of complex 
decisions traumatised people are expected to make 
for themselves. The clean-up is pivotal in the recovery 
process, and it is important to listen to prioritize the 
homes that people need to live in. The process for 
obtaining shelter, food and water during the crisis 
needs to be very clear and equitable. 

Finally, in the aftermath of a crisis, it is important 
to build a narrative of hope and confidence in the 
community’s recovery.

8Practical 
recommendations for 
community resilience  
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9Appendix A – 
Leadership Interviews 

10.1
10.2
10.3
10.4
10.5

9.1 Interview with Gerald Midgley – 
Systemic Leadership

9.2 Interview with Moira Were AM – 
Empathetic Leadership

9.3 Interview with Liz Skelton – 
Adaptive Leadership

9.4 Interview with Dr Anne Stephens 
– Feminist Leadership

9.5 Interview with Oleksiy Tatarenko 
– Servant-based and Transformative 
Leadership
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ARIELLA: Do you consider yourself to be a leader? 

GERALD: In a context where I can help develop 
other people and help manage an organisation 
that supports the way things go, then yes. In other 
situations - no. It depends how you see leadership.

But I know I have been in situations where I have 
moved organisations. For example, I know that where 
I am now at the university I am appreciated as a leader 
that people look to me to support the kind of strategic 
direction of the group and that sort of thing.

I remember when I first went to ESR, I felt that it 
was a strange situation because I was given the title 
‘leader’ and I was in the science hierarchy in a senior 
position but I had moved to a new country with no 
relationships so it was actually hard to be able to lead 
anything and I had to be learning from other people. 
It didn’t escape peoples notice and one woman said 
I shouldn’t be able to lead anything and that I am 
just not a leader - but that was a woman who disliked 
everyone who was into systems and she thought it 
was something sociology had defeated.

ARIELLA: Do you identify with any particular types of 
leadership?

GERALD: I would like to think its systemic leadership 
because that is the only terms that I know that really 
recognises that it’s always relational and that there are 
systemic forces at play that have to be taken account 
of, so it’s not relational in the sense of one individual 
to another, or one individual to a group, but how the 
whole system world and then all the systems thinking 
skills come into play – that is the boundary of the thing 

you are leading what values are driving that, what 
are the systemic forces that enabling constraining 
what’s going on etc. In that way boundary critique is 
fundamental to systemic leadership. 

    Systems leadership is only part of what is needed 
to deal with cross-cutting issues. 

    Leaders need to be allowed to step back from the 
system they are in, think about what they are trying 
to achieve in relation to the bigger picture, and 
collaborate with a broad range of stakeholders. 

    Doing this effectively requires systems thinking , 
which enhances systems leadership. 

   Systems leadership + systems thinking =  systemic  
leadership

Systems leadership views organisations as composed 
of interrelated parts, and it focuses on coordination 
of these parts to achieve a given purpose. When 
the issue being addressed is too complex for a 
single organisation to deal with alone, multiple 
organisations can become involved. Nevertheless, 
the idea is the same: constituent parts of an existing 
system must be ‘joined up’ into a greater whole. 

However, joining up an existing system (whether 
this is one organisation or several) means there is a 
risk that many of the boundaries, perspectives and 
relationships already associated with that system will 
be taken as given, so opportunities for transformation 
are missed. 

Systems thinking helps leaders reduce this risk by 
encouraging them to  question  the existing system 

9.1 Interview 
with Gerald 
Midgley – Systemic 
Leadership
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- the boundaries, perspectives and relationships that 
could be relevant to addressing a complex issue. 

Through systems thinking, leaders can generate 
deeper insights, guard against unintended 
consequences and co-ordinate action more 
effectively. Various systems thinking approaches 
exist. They can help guide (but not dictate) processes 
of deliberation to improve complex situations and 
develop more desirable futures. 

Leadership is systemic and then it is the leadership 
that is sysemi so – all the stuff we talked about before 
like relational and everything 

ARIELLA: What are the core values you associate with systemic 
leadership?

GERALD: Values. If It was me I would be using the 
word virtues not values because I like to tie values to 
what matters to people in a context of action because 
others you are talking about the atomization of values 
in a moral schema. I would say:

    Emotional intelligence

    Ability to listen and to have a genuine dialogue

    Being able to think systemically and understanding 
that in the sense of managing the inevitable limitations 
of your own perspective instead of believing that 
being systemic is being comprehensive

    There is an element of being comfortable in the 
context which is not so much a virtue as an aspect of 
experience 

That example I gave of going to ESR, the only reason 
I couldn’t exercise leadership is because I was in 
a different context, and even there were elements 
of leadership I could experience. Because I have 
run research groups before. There is an element of 
getting to that point of deep experience when you 
know when to rely on your intuition. 

ARIELLA: Is there anything that you would recommend that I 
read?

GERALD: Have a look at the PhD thesis about systemic 
leadership. Because of the way she has related the 
boundary critique to leadership. The whole thesis is 
about how in groups and out groups form and the 
different ways that people manage in groups and 

out groups. She compared two departments in a 
university one where there is a very strong in group 
and out group and one inclusive and showed the 
marginalisation dynamic and how the leadership was 
reinforcing the dynamic and how the rituals in the 
good department interrupted those dynamics, they 
were doing things. Regular social gatherings so that 
people were in roles other than their work roles, that 
they had a lot of talking time in meetings that it was 
not just managed for efficiency. They had listening 
rituals so that there was nobody that felt unlistened to. 
Even though some people were always complaining 
about the same things, they would make sure they 
listened to them.
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ARIELLA: Do you identify as leader?

MOIRA: Yes, I do.

ARIELLA: How would you describe your own leadership style?

MOIRA: Creativity, connection and joining the dots 
in new ways that give new insights and create new 
magic. 

When I was first at Uni in my social admin degree (a 
graduate entry course) we did systems work through 
looking at family therapy, particularly a Chilean 
therapist called Salvador Minuchin. I remember the 
first time I saw his work via VHS videos, watching him 
doing his clinical work, and ecosystems for family 
mapping, and I just felt for the first time ever in my 
life, at 21, that somebody was putting words to the 
way I saw the world. Up until then, I felt alone, no one 
seemed to think holistically, I saw people only joining 
things in straight lines and I could only join things like 
a spiders web in my own head. 

I’ve always been good at making connections. In 
those days there were 5-7 people I connected to their 
life partners because I saw the connections.

One colleague gave me the following feedback: 
“you are a wine maker, you blend all the flavours and 
then we get a new wine”. I am good at blending the 
flavours of people together to produce a unique and 
delicious outcome.

Also improvisation. When I studied improv was 
another time I realised the natural skills I have, 
have names and practices associated with them. I 

am a natural improviser, I will be very happy to use 
whatever we have got, I rarely use a recipe, whether 
it is putting on an event, developing a strategy or 
making a meal. I will use what I’ve got. I have to go 
to the shops in a few days, because there is nothing 
in the cupboard because I have been using what I’ve 
got. That is definitely an improv skill.

Being a really good improviser is about seeing 
connections and being able to build on them and use 
them, so it links back to my previous point too.

And in the not-for-profit world which has been my 
natural home, I have such an aversion to when they 
say “oh we can’t do that because we are not funded 
to do that” it’s like a red rag to a bull because it taps 
into my feeling that we have everything we need if we 
create it and build on what we have. 

I don’t like people being defeatist or making excuses, 
I define it as a lack of imagination. There is always a 
way, where ever you are you can always take a step. 
I’m not prepared to ever be defeated, prepared to 
take a step back and rest and think and look for a 
different way in, and I am willing to put something 
down and let someone pick it up - maybe I am not 
the right person or it is not the right time. I will not 
proceed at any cost at all – and that is a thing about 
the entrepreneurial world. 

Often in the entrepreneurial world people are not 
prepared to let go of the bone and that itself can be 
lacking strategy and related to ego – the ability to put 
things down links back to systems thinking and being 
able to see the bigger picture.

9.2 Interview 
with Moira Were 
AM – Empathetic 
Leadership
Head Chook at Hen House Coop and Chooks SA 
Cultivator, Ethical Fields 
Elder, SheEO
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This also means I am good at finding and bringing 
people in.

Founders syndrome is real and relates to ego. One of 
the principles I really do try to embody in my life is to 
work out before things start how I can step away, how 
succession can happen, I am much more wedded to 
the outcome than to me leading it. That makes me a 
certain type of leader. 

I am quite visionary about things, and I can see the 
future and see what we need to do to make it and that 
is different to management. Often the person who 
can see the vision and know how to pool/pull all the 
ingredients together, know what is in the recipe, is the 
leader

Knowing how to multipurpose.

In many cases I have been a reluctant leader. I have 
never seen myself as “I am a leader I am going to do 
this, come follow me” but rather “there seems to 
be a problem here, I wonder what other people are 
doing about this” and then maybe there isn’t much, 
or no one is picking it up and then I have to step up. 
Often this happened in the Labour Party, I would say 
“who is going to lead this” and everyone would step 
back, so I was often forced into leadership positions 
that surprised me, and that I wasn’t equipped for 
but I was authorized to do. At the time I thought they 
were cowards. I didn’t realise until later that some of 
that was people who were sponsoring and investing 
in me and wanting me to do well and trying to clear 
the path for me to do that. I would put Mike Rann and 
Joan Kerner in that category. Sometimes it wasn’t easy 
the invitation they were extending and it didn’t always 
see it but they were seeing potential. 

I’ve always been willing to take up the chalice. 
Sometimes it is a spiritual sense, a calling, and I know I 
can draw what I need from beyond myself. 

ARIELLA: What happens in you when you take up the chalice? 
What does it feel like inside, what causes you to step up?

MOIRA: I used to call it “the first born daughter 
syndrome”, now I call it “taking one for the team”.

In part it is a sense of responsibility. I also think that 
I know that I’ve got enough within me to do it – so 
confidence, backing myself.

I ask myself  “what can they actually do to me”. If we 

need to be in a controversial public space I can take 
the heat for all of us with Chooks and Hen House 
because I am in an independent position in life these 
days, I don’t have children to raise or a mortgage. I’m 
not going to lose anything.

Getting an AM has also given me a lot of confidence. 
One young Mexican psychologist said to me, that was 
when the Australian community gave me a hug back, 
for all the hugs I have given them. Pam and her team 
put all that together. They put together 55 pieces of 
evidence to meet the government’s due diligence 
criteria and said it was really easy because everyone 
wanted to help, which was wonderful to hear. When 
I discovered all of that, that was really lovely to hear 
that. Getting that recognition helped because I would 
never have thought of me in that way. And it was from 
the Australian community, not really the government, 
it was really an Australian honour. The ceremony 
was beautiful because the kind of people that were 
getting the awards were people like the head of the fs 
for 50 years, a scientist in her 80s. It was about what it 
means to be Australian: 

    Generosity

    Being there for your community 

    Being of service 

Which is actually what leadership means to me 

ARIELLA: You’ve almost equated what it means to be 
Australian with leadership, with stepping up and doing what 
it takes, giving of yourself in service of your community. Does 
that mean you think that all Australians are leaders?

MOIRA: In a certain way yes. For instance, when the 
Queensland floods happened, Rudd helped someone 
move stuff out of their house and he had a suitcase on 
his head walking through water up to his knees and 
his trousers rolled back, it was an ordinary photo of 
the PM. Compare that to New Orleans because they 
turned off all the ventilators, no one knew what to do 
because they had defunded the volunteer service the 
month before. In Brisbane there had been a traffic jam 
because of people coming to be of service.

We get natural disasters and that tells us that we are 
not in control. All of our environmental variables are 
very present, we are not at the top of the food chain, 
we are the ones who get eaten by sharks or destroyed 
by bushfires or drought or floods. I think that helps 
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our spirit of being resilient and being willing to give 
each other a hand.

This willingness to give of yourself for others relates 
to service based leadership. And being in service 
of something bigger is definitely at the core of my 
values, love, justice, the environment, women, 
equality, inclusion, it’s all bigger than me.

I do have a sense of responsibility, and this is definitely 
part of my Christian tradition that if I have been gifted 
with resources I have a responsibility to share them 
with others, I am the custodian not the owner of these 
gifts.

It’s been really hard to rewire from a we household 
unit to a me household unit – Audre Lorde is really 
helping me because it makes me realise by taking 
care of myself I am taking care of others .

ARIELLA: What do you think are the core skills leaders need 
to have?

MOIRA: ONE, reflective practice – I grew up in a 
tradition “see, judge, act”, Cardinal Cardine, see 
judge act were the three steps: see, assess whether 
or not it reflects the gospel, then act to put right what 
needs to be put right. Also, in social work you have 
to do reflective practice I have had that embedded 
in me from a very young age, from a teenager. 
Reflective practice is critical, if we don’t make space 
for reflection we are in trouble 

TWO self awareness, that is critical. Everything goes 
wrong without it.

Another leadership skill is to create safe places for 
other people to be vulnerable, wrong, fuck up.

Also, having an aptitude and a desire to be learning, 
always learning things, testing ideas, being willing to 
be in the discourse, and learn and grow.

Next: Observation - it’s a very basic part of the 
scientific method and we underestimate it’s value. It’s 
important for leaders to know how to observe. 

Also:

    Listening 

    Quick processing 

    Talking yourself down in your own negativity 

I often describe myself like a busker, but I could be on 
the corner just doing stuff or in front of a symphony. 
But definitely conducting is part of that blend thing, 
and the facilitation thing. A good conductor actually 
knows all the music and how to play most of the 
instruments and I am definitely that, I am a really good 
generalist, I can show people how to fixup the photo 
copier to how are we going to plan a budget for 3 
years for 2.5 million dollars. Also what bits of the 
sound need to be changing or if they need a different 
person on a particular instrument.

Another skill: an ability to step in and out, into doing 
the details and out to seeing the bigger picture. 

ARIELLA: What are the values you look for in leaders?

The values that underline those skills:

    Openness

    Transparency 

    Empathy 

    Justice – in its oldest way, justice is beyond equity, 
it is when you make good of what is inequitable. So 
equity is in there but you go further. I think about it as 
a progression: equaliy, equity, justice. I will challenge 
myself to the justice piece.

Actually, justice is my primary driver. 

ARIELLA: Who do you look up to as a leader?

Vicki Saunders – her clarity of vision, precision in 
her communication, doesn’t need to hold on to 
everything, now that I am behind the scenes I can see 
it’s the brand and the culture, the culture is essential 
and for her the culture is the brand. There is nothing 
lost in translation with her. 

Jacinda Adern – the fact that she is uncompromising 
about who she is, her level of authenticity and 
integrity, she is a Mum, she’s a partner, she isn’t 
pretending to be anything other than who she is, so 
being able to be so authentic.

Gro Harlem Brundland

She ended up the UN commissioner on the 
environment and I was really impressed with how she 
did that. She was talking, writing in a way that I had 
never seen before.
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Jean Houston 

She was Margaret Mead’s protégé and she was the 
one who when the Apollo 11 astronauts came back, 
she was the one that debriefed them, she is an old 
lady now in every sense of the word. I have always 
been inspired by her magical and mystical world view.

Hazel Henderson – without her there would be 
no Kate Raworth, Kate’s work is borrowed from 
Hazel’s she had a book in the 80s or 90s called solar 
economics.

Marilyn Waring - who is a new Zealander who is a 
sheep farmer and started doing all this stuff around 
economics all about the uncounted labour of women 
in farming. I loved her leadership even though I 
watched it from a long way away.

Michelle Obama - I love how she is her own person 
and she doesn’t need Barack’s approval, when I 
watch them together he is looking for her approval, 
even though he is replaced and comfortable you still 
see him.

Black women stingers, gospel singers who have been 
lights, lanterns for their own communities. Mavis 
Staples is the epitome of that

Joan Baez, Peter Paul and Mary 

Live justly, love tenderly and walk humbly with your 
god 

ARIELLA: If you could recommend that I would read any 
books about leadership what would they be?

MOIRA: The beatitudes from the gospels – that is the 
credo about what it means to lead 

And from Matthew – when you were hungry.. when 
you were in jail – that is the classic thing that I have to 
put myself out that I have to make what needs to be 
made right, right.

The sermon on the mount.

John O’Donohue, Anam Caram – Soul Friend 

That to me is my prayer book 

David White - The Heart Aroused, Poetry and the 
Preservation of the Soul of Corporate America

Big book called Leadership by someone called John 
or James

Steven Covey on Leadership 

Stuff about leading teams 

Seth Goden

MOIRA: What do you notice about me?

ARIELLA: You live your values in all parts of your life

You are a living example of what is possible for other people 

Integrity 

Natural systems thinker 
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am constantly weighing up:

    “Is that something I should do in my authority role 
or is that leadership that other people need to take 
up?”,  

    “When do I give that back to others so we can 
work on what we need and when do I step in and 
provide direction?”

That is a daily practice that I am in. If I wasn’t in this 
role, I would be looking at how I exercise leadership 
in a whole range of ways – family, friends, community, 
but in a professional role I am always aware that I have 
certain authority to do particular things.

How do I take up either authority or leadership to 
make progress? My guide for that is being really clear 
about what is my purpose and what is the system I am 
in. The orientating things for me are about purpose 
and role. What is the purpose? Is it my role to do that? 
And if the answer is no, then how do I get out of the 
way. That is a daily tussle.

ARIELLA: Are there any other schools of thought that 
you have drawn on in your practice?

LIZ: I got introduced to adaptive leadership through 
doing this program Sydney Leadership. While they 
used adaptive leadership, the essence of what they 
were trying to do was fundamentally shift people’s 
ideas about what leadership is. I was managing an 
NGO at the time and that resonated strongly.

I actually thought, I am not a leader so why would 

9.3 Interview 
with Liz Skelton 
– Adaptive 
Leadership

[Ariella gave some project background, explained 
that we are examining diverse concepts of leadership 
with a view to contributing to the national discourse 
on leadership]

ARIELLA: I have heard you speak about adaptive leadership, 
but I don’t know if that is how you identify yourself as a leader, 
or if there are any other leadership paradigms that you also 
draw on. How would you describe yourself as a leader?

LIZ: Through the work I have done and the practice 
I have been developing I see leadership more as an 
activity, and I react to the term “leader” because that 
is a very old paradigm. 

I think the way I have embodied or absorbed it, is 
constantly looking at:

    Where are the opportunities to exercise 
leadership? And, 

    Where are the leadership moments?

The definition of that being where you are helping 
people or systems face new realities.

That comes from adaptive leadership, and when I 
first encountered it and was already working in social 
change work, it resonated so strongly with me and 
just made sense of a lot of the work I have been doing.

Adaptive leadership differentiates between the 
practice of leadership that anyone can do from 
where ever they are at any place in the system; from 
positional authority.

In CFI I have a transactional function of authority and I 
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I do this? But when I went on it what I found was 
something quite different.

This idea of social leadership at its core is how to 
we make progress on the complex challenges we 
face. From a leadership sense it drew on servant 
leadership. But also working very much with the idea 
of how you address complex issues so complexity 
thinking sitting underneath that – the idea that you’ve 
got to work collaboratively across multiple sectors, 
bringing leaders together from multiple sectors. Part 
of that was also network building.

The idea behind social leadership Australia was that 
we need a network of people with an ability to see 
themselves as part of a system and see that there is a 
system. It combined the inner work and outer work 
that is needed to deal with multiple world views and 
paradigms and know that they exist. A lot of that was 
drawing on Donella Meadows stuff.

After that I started to work with Social Leadership 
Australia and that was about how do you develop 
leadership in others. That involved working with 
theory U and the whole multiple ways of how you get 
people to understand the system they are in and how 
they understand their own systems and use multiple 
methods:

    Adams work on scenarios, 

    theory u, 

    process work 

    appreciative inquiry 

Process work was something I had previous 
experience in Scotland of.

With adaptive leadership we were using case in point 
about how do we see ourselves as a micro system 
and then address that and take them out to the larger 
system. Process work resonated with that. I brought 
in Jane Martin and Merner Lewis. We developed skills 
in deep democracy and process work and blended all 
of that.

Different ways of helping the system see itself. It’s 
having a whole toolkit of different methods and 
practices that help systems see themselves so they 
see what the adaptive work is to face their new reality. 
There are three levels: the context we are in, the 

system we are in, myself as a system.

And then there isn’t one way, that has been the 
guts of the practice I have. If I think about really 
influential factors for me, the particular strand of it 
that I was attracted to is what do you do when you 
are in a system and it is polarized and you have really 
entrenched stuck views and there is high conflict. I 
was drawn to that probably because it is a culture 
I grew up in, but I also saw that there are very few 
places or spaces where you can hold that level of 
conflict. That interest was also drawn from my degree 
in communications which exposed me to Edward 
Said’s work on othering and power. 

While helping systems adapt, probably the dynamic 
I work with the most is how you work across 
mainstream and marginal viewpoints, and the 
dynamics when the mainstream marginalises and 
the marginal marginalises. To me that is really core in 
leadership because often the people with the most 
power are the ones who decide the direction we go 
in and the work we are doing in CFI is trying to bring 
awareness of that and disrupt that. That is a particular 
area that I have brought with me and hone in on 
around leadership. So leadership is about enabling 
systems to adapt. 

ARIELLA: What are the values that you look for in people that 
are practicing leadership?

LIZ: The values for me are about courage, so being 
able to take risks and lean into, not be scared of 
going to the edges of naming and working with the 
dynamics that no one wants to work with. Often in the 
exercise of leadership you are naming the elephants 
and that can be really transformational but also often 
people are not quite there.

Also alongside that having quite highly tuned 
diagnostic skills to be able to diagnose and read what 
is going on in the environment. I realise that is a skill 
not a value so the value side of that is valuing the need 
to be able to step back and interpret what we are 
seeing from multiple angles. This is something I get 
quite hung up on, we often want to something based 
on something we are observing. We need to question 
our interpretations to know that my interpretation 
is just one of many and there are multiple ways to 
look at things. When I see people are able to hold 
interpretations lightly and be able to pivot as a result 
of that, I am really impressed. They may hold a view 
strongly but be able to go “actually I now have new 
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data and I can change that”. 

Valuing the ability to learn, to be a constant learner.

Being able to read the environment, take risks and 
being able to be clean. By clean, I mean, not get 
hooked by dynamics that are playing out, be able 
to hold steady. Like many people I have moments 
of it where I can manage to not get hooked and can 
hold steady, but when I see people who can do that 
effortlessly I am always really impressed. Seeing that 
they need to do the work on themselves as a leader, 
that they need to know themselves as a system 

And being committed to that doesn’t stop, it is 
lifelong learning that is you want to take action you 
need to see your own part in it. Being willing to go 
there, being willing to see that you are part of the 
problem.

I do struggle when people talk about values when we 
talk about leaders. These are all ways of working, and 
yet they are all associated with values of course. These 
are the main ones:

Curiosity, openness, valuing diversity, and diversity of 
approach and method and voice, courage to lean into 
the edges, valuing the marginal and the no, leaning 
into dissent and conflict. 

Adaptive leadership says you can’t have 
transformation without conflict or difference. 

The art of framing, framing is a leadership intervention 
in itself which is massively underrated. When I see 
people do that I think “wow you just framed that in a 
way that just opened up possibility”.

ARIELLA: Well, my next question was going to relate to the 
core skills you see as essential to good leadership, I think you 
have answered that one already…

LIZ: Well when you mention skills it brings up a few 
other things.  

I would also add, there is something about leading 
with purpose instead of leading with direction. It is 
vital to really understand the ‘why,’ and then lead with 
questions.

Being able to hold conflict.

The other thing is around power which I think is a 
skill and an awareness and a value. Particularly in 
leadership the need to have awareness of power in 
yourself and in others and to work on that. To me this 
sits along the lifelong learning as you can never really 
know your own power. Building power intelligence. 

You can start that work with people who are a lot 
younger. When I used to do adaptive leadership 
training with younger people it took us into 
developmental work it touched on different 
leadership paradigms I would draw on, it was actually 
really difficult for people who just hadn’t experienced 
that level of complexity. It is linked to developmental 
processes.

It links to this in terms of when people are in survival 
mode the work you can do with people is obviously 
really different because they are in the stage of 
needing basic needs met, the stage when you can do 
the developmental work comes a little later.

ARIELLA: For the literature review are there any specific books 
or papers or websites you would recommend?

LIZ:

Haifetz and Linsky – Leadership on the line 

Leadership can be taught – Sharon Daloz Parks 

Julie Diamond – Power a Users Guide 

Synchronicity: The Inner Path of Leadership

Book by Joseph Jaworski

Arnie Mindell – Sitting in the Fire which talks about 
how you hold heat 
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ARIELLA: Do you think of yourself as a leader?

ANNE: Yes

ARIELLA: In what way?

ANNE: Formally, I am a leader because it’s in my title, I 
have positional authority, I have recruitment authority, 
I have financial authorities, I have project design and 
decision making authority over what sort of work we 
do; and I have a lot of authority over the relationship 
we have with stakeholders and the role my staff have 
in those -  but that’s not what makes you a leader.

What actually makes me a leader is that I am 
authorised by the people around me. In some ways 
they tell me that I am a leader, they defer to me, they 
ask me for support, they know I will provide it, they 
look to me for direction over projects, they look to 
me to give them the ok to be more autonomous. My 
senior leadership colleagues defer to me to make 
decisions about other staff, external stakeholders seek 
me out.

It’s not a role that necessarily has a strong public face 
because it’s a managerial role. It is also about thought 
leadership, designing the research direction and 
being able to defend it. As a leader I need to know 
where that boundary lies, I am the one that is primarily 
analysing that boundary.

ARIELLA: Would you mind telling me more about the 
boundary?

ANNE: So the direction of the research we are doing 
is feminist; and it is political. We have a value in our 
strategic plan to be courageous and yet in the context 
we are in, we are not allowed to use the word feminist 

or the word patriarchal. We are like Adam’s rib out of 
a Department of Health and Human Services, we are 
a statutory authority and in the current climate there 
are real limitations on how far we can go in naming 
systemic dynamics – that boundary. The boundary on 
how radical we can be. 

I am the one who has to feel that out and take 
responsibility for that. My boss would not even use 
the word feminist in her title, she disowns it, she 
actually says “I am not a feminist but …”. So, we 
are working on a serious set of feminist issues and 
smashing patriarchy but we cannot name it. If you 
can’t name the problem it is super hard. This is a 
reasonable articulation of a problem and it needs to 
be named. 

The boundary of how far we can go is always moving, 
sometimes forwards, sometimes backwards.

The word feminist shouldn’t be something we are 
ashamed of. Feminist should be part of the vernacular 
and if we don’t name it if we don’t call it we are failing 
women and people of all sorts of identities who are 
needing the adequate protection of this organisation.

ARIELLA: How do you identify feminist leadership as opposed 
to other leadership?

ANNE: I have more expectations about feminist 
leadership; that they will do things differently to 
the patriarchal roles. Feminist leadership is about 
deliberately dismantling those structures -  challenge 
them, question them in everything. This is the way 
Ellen and I are setting up Ethos Engagement.

Being cognoscente of the dominant of patriarchy 
and the way it would normalize certain behaviour 
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and taking a deliberate stance. Not necessarily stand 
point feminists, more just a general principle of  “I 
am feminist therefore I am concerned with what 
patriarchy does to all the people in society and we 
won’t be trying to replicate it”. An organisation that 
doesn’t do that work they can’t be feminist but you 
don’t necessarily have to be feminist to do this work.

Every single value, I want a conversation about that. 
Make that explicit and see where we resonate and 
where we are different and that is OK but we need 
to make it explicit and at the same time make space 
for difference. Make space for other ways of doing 
things, lead relationally not directionally. Ask, what 
are the circumstances in which we would be wanting 
or not wanting to adopt those modes of behaviour?

Anyone that comes to this with post-colonial values 
will share values with a feminist mind-set. It would 
have to contain an element of intersectional practice. 
I subscribe to feminism that doesn’t only defend the 
rights of women, but of everyone.

ARIELLA: What are the core qualities you look for in a leader?

ANNE: The kind of approach I like is a relational leader.

When you see a pack of wolves travelling as a pack, 
they send a strong dog out the front, then a cluster 
of other strong dogs, in the middle of the pack the 
weaker dogs, older dogs are behind that and it’s 
followed up by another strong dog.

Where is the pack leader? The last one, following up 
from behind, it’s got visibility over the whole pack, it 
knows that the front dogs won’t go off beyond their 
leader. You don’t have to be out front, you don’t have 
to be parading yourself you don’t have to be seen. It’s 
a gentle push from behind - be there, support people, 
catch them when they fall. These are the critical 
qualities of a leader. 

Another quality that I think I like is the idea of actually 
being the quietest person in the room, because I find 
people defer to me and when I speak other people 
stop talking. This isn’t what I expect because I also 
have imposter syndrome, I don’t feel comfortable 
with those expressions of power and deference of 
power. I prefer to do the facilitation, create the space. 
I am there to help make sure everyone gets a voice 
and we hear from the person who hasn’t spoken. 

That is seen as weakness by some. If someone is 

accused of being a slow burner they are a bit behind 
the 8 ball and they probably won’t make it and 
that style of leadership. Being clear about the role 
you are taking and how we are going to conduct 
ourselves can help. These are qualities I learned from 
motherhood and from teaching. 

One of the misunderstood things about teaching is 
the importance of confusion, because they need that 
time to mull over and think things through and so you 
learn to be a bit reserved and take a step back and 
give people time. And you have to discern when to 
step in, a good leader knows how to do that. A good 
leader being able to read the room. 

These are facilitation skills, so a good leader should 
be a good facilitator because they have got to be 
able to orchestrate a lot of people. Lots of people in 
a room, lots of potential creativity, lots of potential 
conflict.

Patience – that is another core quality. If you are not 
getting what you want out of that group, you’ve 
got to have patience. Don’t pull rank because you 
don’t have the patience to see things through. 
Unfortunately, I do see this happen. The consequence 
of using the excuse of being time poor to make 
an executive decision that excludes are huge – it 
produces no ownership and passive aggressive 
resistance.

ARIELLA: What are the core values you look for in a leader?

ANNE: Values:

    Courage 

    Ability to call a spade a spade 

    Integrity of values, standing up for them 

    Supporting others

    Empowering others

    Bringing in marginalised voices
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[Ariella described the Menzies project about citizen 
leadership and community resilience to bushfires; the 
primary field research process, and the concurrent 
literature review and interview process pulling apart 
diverse notions of leadership – and this interview is 
part of the later process]

ARIELLA: When we first met I remember you talking to me 
about doing service-based/servant leadership work in the 
Ukraine. How would you describe your leadership approach 
now/are there any other types of leadership you identify with?

OLEKSIY: Over the years, my servant leadership 
concept has morphed into transformational 
leadership concept. There are different interpretations 
around what transformational leadership means, in 
the end it’s all about people – and how you eventually 
build up, inspire and motivate them, through 
shared vision and common purpose, to co-create 
a new future. This includes how you stimulate them 
intellectually. 

Servant leadership for me is now more about 
transformational, purpose driven leadership. 
Transformational leadership is a utilitarian concept, 
with a practical approach, that I can apply in a 
corporate environment, whereas, servant leadership 
is a much more broader quality – servant leadership is 
fundamentally about how you serve the community, 
the country, the planet. The work I do on energy 
transition is in service of community, country and 
planet; I have narrowed/focused/concentrated my 
approach to transformational leadership – but indeed 
it is still very close to servant leadership. 

I guess it’s about how high you raise the bar for 
yourself personally. When we are younger we think 
we can change the world very quickly, and think 

in those very broad categories. When you get into 
middle age you focus on what you can do best, and 
I can best serve the world by leading the energy 
transition. 

Transformative leadership - How you build up people 
how you build up teams, but the end game can and 
should always be to serve community or country and 
the world.

ARIELLA: What do you think are the core skills leaders need 
to have?

OLEKSIY: First of all, you have to have strong people 
skills. By this I mean things like emotional intelligence, 
ability to relate to people so that you can inspire and 
motivate them.

Authenticity is essential, you must not claim that you 
are a purpose driven leader, you have to really live it, 
in every part of your life. 

As a transformational leader you need to be 
developing new meanings, new ideas, new purposes. 
These need to be co-created with everyone in the 
organisation and reflecting developments in the 
outside world. In terms of developing new meanings, 
ideas and purposes it’s not anymore about a heroic 
leadership approach. Not some leader (usually male) 
who comes up with a big vision and the troops have 
to follow. It’s about your ability to work with people 
and listen to the ground floor and what is on people’s 
minds and co-develop those ideas and meanings, it’s 
back and forth, not only within the organisation, but 
also with the external world. Your antennas need to 
be up. 
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Antennas up, an ability to listen and pick up on signals 
and patterns, that is another core skill. 

Ability to work collaboratively to co-create new 
meanings, ideas and purposes. 

Ability to build alignment, shared meaning, ideas and 
purposes; but alignment has many aspects. You need 
to be able to create culture, as well as the systems, 
structures and strategies that all must be aligned. 

There are also more specific skills in terms of ability 
to deal with uncertainty and still lead change. Skills 
more specifically include scenario thinking, systems 
thinking.

ARIELLA: What do you think are the core values leaders need 
to have? You mentioned authenticity, that is also a value. 

OLEKSIY: Yes, authenticity is also a value.

So is alignment, I mentioned the ability to build 
shared meaning, ideas and purposes, and also the 
culture, systems and structures. Achieving this is very 
much about mindset, so the alignment mindset is a 
value in it’s own right. Valuing a culture of co-creation 
and collaboration is part of it. 

ARIELLA: I have to quickly ask you – we both learned about 
Rafael’s concept of Value Creating Systems which included the 
idea of diverse participants, not being aligned at all, but each 
having reason to participate in a VCS as long as they could see 
how to create value for themselves and for others according 
to their own systems of value, and what is important to them. 
How does this pluralism and acknowledgement of differences 
in values and agendas come in to your concept of alignment?

OLEKSIY: Well of course, I am talking about inside 
the organisation. Inside the organisation alignment 
is important [culture, meaning, values, purpose, 
strategy and action etc]. 

The second aspect is about how the organisation 
deals with external world and other organisations, 
and that is where the pluralism in both VCSs and the 
work we did together with Adam Kahane, which you 
know, on transformative collaboration comes in – the 
ability to stretch, realising you don’t align, allowing 
space for different interests and acknowledging that 
people might not agree on the objectives. 

Emotional intelligence comes in again here because 
it helps us acknowledge and embrace these 

differences.

Even within Shell we are moving away from the 
pyramid. There is still a conservative structure in 
Shell, the horizontal does exist between various 
teams because of the matrix organisation. Those 
ways of working are not recognised as equal to the 
formal ways of working and leadership; but they are 
becoming more and more important.

So actually even though we seek to build alignment, it 
is also important to be aware of the complexity, even 
within the organisation. 

I would add awareness of, and capability to embrace 
and work with complexity to the list of skills and 
values. 

ARIELLA: Is there anything that helped you to learn how to 
embrace complexity?

OLEKSIY: This is where the tools come in, we have 
suites of different tools that can be used to navigate 
complexity and uncertainty – scenarios for example. 
The scenario mindset is key.

To deal with complexity the first step is to be aware, 
you have to be aware of change, and that probably 
the biggest part of your role, in change leadership. 
You are the leadership you have constantly to monitor 
that complex world and think about what is the next 
big change and where is it going to happen.

Systems thinking, tools that allow you to look at 
interconnections and see complex interrelationships 
and feedbacks; also help you to see what change 
might be coming. 

This reminds me, and we talked about this a lot when 
we were working on transformative collaboration 
together, in regards to systems thinking: Humility. 
That’s a big one. Being humble. 

Being able to be aware that there are different frames. 
Being able to have healthy doubt. The worst thing is 
when you are over confident as a leader, when you 
are dealing with so much complexity that you cannot 
actually be certain about anything 

When it comes to inside of the organisation, when 
it comes to how you act as a leader, we are moving 
away from command and control leadership systems, 
the whole paradigm around leadership and power 



CITIZEN LEADERSHIP AND COMMUNITY RESILIENCE: 
AN EXPLORATION OF AUSTRALIAN BUSHFIRE AFFECTED COMMUNITIES 39

is also changing and effective leaders have to 
recognise that as well, it is becoming more about new 
power and influencing because of connection, and 
networks.

ARIELLA: How do you see the relationship between leadership, 
power and authority?

OLEKSIY: You summarised it well, these are separate 
concepts, people without positional power or 
authority, can have influencing and implementing 
power, and can lead, people can lead without formal 
power or authority etc. 

Authority and positional power; and the traditional 
mechanisms, such as stick and reward mechanisms; 
the role of those is diminishing. It has never been 
great in my view but is diminishing more and more; 
as more and more people search for meaning and 
purpose. Which is why when we talk a new paradigm 
of power we have to think about these soft power 
mechanisms, they are built on several pillars:

    Ability to formulate the appealing strategic vision; 
and show that you are the authentic purpose driven 
leader; because that establishes your ethos 

    Then when it comes to leadership and your 
relationships with the people who are on the journey 
with you, it becomes about building alliances and 
coalitions and groups of like-minded people who will 
get enthused and get involved in co-creation with 
you. That is how soft power then grows and how you 
put it into action. 

ARIELLA: Are there any specific readings of any kinds you can 
put me on to? 

OLEKSIY: Leading Change – John Kotter

When Execution Is Not Enough – Claudio Feser

Caldini 

Servant leadership material. 
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10
10.1 STORY 1

Well, I was pretty aware of where the fire was because 
I had been fighting it basically from the day it started 
anyway...

Appendix B – 
Collected Stories 

10.2 STORY 2

[After the fire went through] …It was a bit of a 
blur. Basically, yeah. It’s one of those things where 
everyone just sort of puts their hand up and away...

READ THE FULL STORYREAD THE FULL STORY

10.3 STORY 3

Initially, the government said, “Yeah, we’re going to 
come and clean everything up.” But then because 
there was asbestos everywhere, that’s probably...

READ THE FULL STORY

10.4 STORY 4

“The 2020 bushfire was probably the toughest part of 
my life; losing a business I established over 19 years 
and then a staff house that I’d become quite...

READ THE FULL STORY

10.5 STORY 5

I’m not on Facebook or social media. [My main source 
of information was friends]. So that would be to know 
what was going on in the community because...

READ THE FULL STORY

10.6 STORY 6

... because there were fires everywhere else in 
Australia and things were so dry and the air was just 
feeling weird for want of a better word...

READ THE FULL STORY

10.7 STORY 7

And, you know, the fires had gone through very, very 
quickly, there’s been some stories that he’s told me 
afterwards that were pretty heart wrenching...

READ THE FULL STORY

10.8 STORY 8

[The people that made a big contribution] … People 
like Anne Morrison, who is an amazing support 
because of the gardening stuff, she just took...

READ THE FULL STORY

https://www.menziesfoundation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/MF-AppendixB-10.2-Story2.pdf
https://www.menziesfoundation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/MF-AppendixB-10.1-Story1.pdf
https://www.menziesfoundation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/MF-AppendixB-10.3-Story3.pdf
https://www.menziesfoundation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/MF-AppendixB-10.4-Story4.pdf
https://www.menziesfoundation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/MF-AppendixB-10.5-Story5.pdf
https://www.menziesfoundation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/MF-AppendixB-10.6-Story6.pdf
https://www.menziesfoundation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/MF-AppendixB-10.7-Story7.pdf
https://www.menziesfoundation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/MF-AppendixB-10.8-Story8.pdf
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11
12

10.9 STORY 9

HUMANS OF [RETRACTED] ISLAND STORIES

2009 BUSHFIRE STORIES

Appendix Can

Appendix D

Well, I was pretty aware of where the fire was because 
I had been fighting it basically from the day it started 
anyway...

READ THE 

FULL STORY

10.14 STORY 14

So, but that way I always knew, hey, this is where you 
can go and apply for support. Someone would ring 
me and say there’s this grant available...

“I started off in the CFS base, I was pinning the nails 
on the map as each lightning strike hit and each fire 
was registered. We finished at about 17 individual...

READ THE FULL STORY

READ THE FULL STORY

10.13 STORY 13

That first month I always call that my zombie state, 
actually the first two months were my zombie state, I 
was just in a bad place emotionally...

READ THE FULL STORY

10.11 STORY 11

It’s going to take a lot of people a long time to 
forget, but Parks have been very proactive with the 
prescribed burns, with their community...

READ THE FULL STORY

10.12 STORY 12

Well, the fires went on one particular day only. We 
had fires there for 45 days in a row. So when they first 
started I was at the Christmas pageant in...

READ THE FULL STORY

10.10 STORY 10

About 18 months before the fires, I did my BF1 one, 
which is a two day course. And so that means you’re 
an active member of the service if you’re part...

READ THE FULL STORYREAD THE FULL STORY

WATCH THE INTERVIEWS

https://www.menziesfoundation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/MF-AppendixB-10.14-Story14.pdf
https://www.menziesfoundation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/MF-AppendixC-11-HumansofreatrctedIsland.pdf
https://www.menziesfoundation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/MF-AppendixB-10.13-Story13.pdf
https://www.menziesfoundation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/MF-AppendixB-10.11-Story11.pdf
https://www.menziesfoundation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/MF-AppendixB-10.12-Story12.pdf
https://www.menziesfoundation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/MF-AppendixB-10.10-Story10.pdf
https://www.menziesfoundation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/MF-AppendixB-10.9-Story9.pdf
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/pj3ckfaoq46q2xu/AAD-jbGvplY82cBlBdoI44IYa?dl=0
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10.1Story 1

W ell, I was pretty aware of where the 
fire was because I had been fighting it 
basically from the day it started anyway. 

The actual morning of the third, we were moving bees 
and picking up honey from sort of out of the national 
park, and down along where we thought the fire path 
might go. That was really early. That was 4:30 in the 
morning, I think we were down there pulling bees 
out. That was actually out of the national park. Then 
by the time the fire started, I was watching. There 
was two fires that started. We watched one and I 
thought, that’s out on the coast. That’s not really a 
concern to us. And it wasn’t until the second one got 
going, which was a lot closer, that then that’s when 
I told my partner that it’s time for her to leave. Then 
it was basically just trying to get everything cleaned 
up as best we could around the house and the sheds. 
Get the sheep organized so that if the fire came, then 
we were in the best position to be able to defend 
everything.

Initially, in the morning, I was with my father. He left 
and actually went and checked on a few other people 
and businesses. Once my partner and the kids had 
left, I was there by myself for a little while. Then my 
brother and father both came back here. The three 
of us just basically set about cleaning up, moving 
everything that we thought would be a problem. 
Trying to get everything into a defendable position.

Basically, on the 19th of December, we had a lightning 
storm go across the island. I think it was something 
like 13 fires lit up on that one night or morning. 
Basically, from then, from the 19th through to the 
3rd, or from the 19th to the... I think it was the 29th, 
it must have been. The 19th to the 29th, we had been 

fighting the initial fires that had started. The first night, 
basically I was down at a friend’s place. We spent 
the whole night getting control of the fire there. The 
next morning, we went back and cleaned up, and 
sort of did a last... the edges of it. That actually never 
broke out of those containment mines. I left there on 
the second morning and went up to what was the 
Duncan fire. I was there from lunchtime on the 20th of 
December until basically the 28th, 29th of December.

By then, we had that pretty well under control. It was 
within those containment mines, so it wasn’t going 
anywhere. It hadn’t broken out for a couple of days 
then. Then we had the next fire start, which was on 
the... I think it was the night of the 29th. That was the 
ravine fires. There was two more fires without being 
at the national park. Then we spent the first day... we 
thought it was all under control because they seemed 
not to be doing anything.

Then my brother rang me and said, “You need to get 
here. This thing is out of control and they haven’t 
done anything.” We basically left home thinking that 
there was more chaos, and there was. That was sort of 
the start of it.

“You need to get here. This thing is 
out of control and they haven’t done 
anything.”

From the initial lightning strike, that was at 3:30, 
3:00 in the morning or something. There was two 
fires. The first one, they basically didn’t do anything. 
One was very, very deep in the ravine. The other one 
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was sort of out... not far from the edge really. They 
messed about there for a while. They basically came 
out and burnt over their containment lines. [inaudible 
00:07:40] messing around with the first one, the 
second one. Then jumped over the road, and then 
burnt through a pawn forest and into a blue gum 
forest. Yeah, we sort of spent the next three days... 
because it had a southernly wind behind it, so it was 
pushing up north across the island. Then that wind 
went to the stale east, which sort of pushed it further 
along the coast. Then obviously on the third, we had 
it going normally, so it brought the whole lot back 
down. We had plenty of scrub coming from the north 
to the south of the island. There was nothing but 
scrub.

Basically, we all sort of... you could see it all from 
the end of our road. Basically, I was at a neighbor’s 
place in the morning. I went there. They were doing 
their fire plan and stuff. Came back here, and we 
were doing the same thing. I suppose no one really 
suspected that... generally, over here, when you get 
a southernly wind, it cools down. It takes the sting 
out of the fire. But I think because we had two fires 
burning, there was quite a big southernly wind. By the 
time it turned around, it was a lot bigger than anything 
that we had previously seen.

It was sort of interesting because the wind never 
actually turned at our place. We knew that it was 
going to happen. All you do is you clear everything 
you can. You wet everything down you can. You move 
your animals to where you think they’ll be safe, which 
is generally bare ground. You move your tractors and 
machinery. You clear as much debris and everything 
away as you can, which we did all of that. Then we got 
everything in position around our house where we 
defend our sequels.

Basically, all hell broke loose. You know it’s coming. 
You can hear it coming. It was quite scary to see a 
huge black cloud. There was a lot of noise. We were 
still actually in sunshine. If you looked to where... 
northeast, we actually had clear skies. Then there was 
just a sheer wall of black to the southwest. All you can 
do is try and get everything in position. Basically, we 
were sort of just getting the last best position as it was 
getting closer. Just putting things around the house. 
While we were trying to put that out, we realised 
that every tree around to the north of the house was 
ignited. It was basically getting inside, and that’s your 
fallback, is you getting to a building and wait for it to 
pass.

So it burned around. Basically, we had corki glass 

10.1 STORY 1

windows in the house and big glass doors. We had 
a very good view of what was happening outside. 
Basically, it was like being inside a tornado that was 
on fire. That’s the best description.

It seemed like quite a while but I think, because my 
brother was filming, I think it was only about... initially, 
I think it was about five minutes. Four to five minutes 
were really bad. Then it was almost like a little break, 
because I think that was the eye of the storm basically. 
Then there was another few minutes, but that was 
more smoke and nowhere near as much flame, and 
not as intense.

Basically, one sort of passed when you realized, okay, 
everything has passed. But we could see outside. I 
could see that pretty much everything was alight at 
that stage. My unit was alight. My brother’s unit was 
alight. My truck was alight. My tractor was alight. We 
went outside and although the first thing is you try 
and protect... try and get the house secured. I just 
ran out and looked up at the roof and just checked. 
I was actually checking the Fraser boards because I 
could see that they were alight during the firestorm. 
But then I looked up and you could see that under 
the ridge cap was alight. Then we grabbed the 
ladder, popped the manhole cover. We had a little 
fire extinguisher. There was no stopping what was 
going on in the roof. Basically, then it was get as much 
valuable stuff out of the house as you can in the short 
time you’ve got until it’s burnt.

We had a couple of friends that actually came in only 
just before... probably 20 minutes, half an hour before 
the fire. He actually drove in so they knew we were 
here. Then they had driven back out and back up the 
road, sort of to the north of the fire basically. They 
watched it go through. They came in while we were 
literally pulling stuff out of the house. They arrived, 
and so they gave us a hand to do that. We just got as 
much as we could loaded onto the vehicles we had 
left. My dad’s unit survived. I actually had another unit 
that we probably half... yeah, about halfway through 
the fire. So, when we were in the eye of it, I actually 
ran out and jumped in my other unit, and drove it 
up between the house and the tank so that would 
survive. It was a bit melted, but it was still drivable. 
We basically loaded everything we could onto the 
vehicles we had. Then it was a case of make your way 
out as best you can.

Actually, first we drove to the neighbor’s place. We 
drove back out to the road where the guys had driven 
in, so they knew that we could get out. We drove 
back out to the main road. We drove to the neighbor’s 
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place and checked everyone there was okay, which 
everyone was, which was great to know. Because 
there was no phone contact anywhere, so it was good 
once we got into the fire range to be able to ring 
relative to the people that were there and tell them 
everyone is okay. Basically, we followed the south 
coast road and headed all the way to Kingscote.

Probably having my father and my brother. They’re 
very experienced in fires overall. That was huge. To 
actually achieve what we achieved that day, I don’t 
think you could do it by yourself. I mean, we did a 
lot of work around cleaning up around the house. 
Basically, we had two tractors going for about three 
hours. Two and a half to three hours, nonstop just 
clearing trees and bushes, and back to all the way 
around the house. Without that being done, I don’t 
know if I’d be here.

Well, I’d probably say there was no outside help at 
all. A lot of that was everyone was so busy trying to 
deal with their own issues at their own places, or were 
stuck because the fire had moved so fast. But the CFS 
were nonexistent. I think there’s a fair bit more to still 
go over with that. But they were so busy trying to 
protect their government asset that everyone else got 
left basically out in the cold. That’s a bit frustrating. 
Being a member of the CFS, to see that a government 
building, they get ordered in there and that takes 
precedence over other people and their assets and 
lives is a bit sad.

Basically, we drove to a different suburb. We called up 
family to let them know. But after that it was basically 
back out to the farm. You’ve just got to deal with 
animals that are dead, animals that aren’t dead. Try 
and clean up.
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10.2
A fter the fire went through] …It was a bit 

of a blur. Basically, yeah. It’s one of those 
things where everyone just sort of puts 

their hand up and away you go. It was such a huge 
task. There were so many properties affected. Pretty 
much the biggest thing is cleaning up the animals. 
That was all dealt with. I think that was all done 
within sort of two to three days. We had the whole 
lot cleaned up. Probably the issue was the fire was 
still going. Basically, as soon as we got the animals 
and everything cleaned up, and I think I got some... 
I tried to organise water back to where... we had a 
big gravity dead tank, so to get that organised. But 
really it was just get back to actually fighting the fire. 
Because the next line that was going to be a problem 
was my brother’s place. Because that still hadn’t 
burned, so then it was a case of going down and 
trying to get everything at his place sorted out so that 
he wouldn’t lose his.

He didn’t [lose his house]. It burned through his 
property. It burned through one property. It sort of 
skipped both sides of where his house is, and left 
the whole township where his house is completely 
untouched.

Then sort of burned up to the back of another block 
and stopped there. They stopped it there.

Then sort of burned up to the back of 
another block and stopped there. They 
stopped it there.

[What helped most in the immediate aftermath] 
Probably having your mates. A lot of mates jumped in. 

My brother brought his... he has got a back ho loader. 
He brought a council. Basically, they got it on a ferry. 
They got the truck organised to get it delivered so 
that straight away, we had a machine to start burying 
animals with. If you ring anyone, they’re willing to 
help. I think it was mostly one of my really good mates 
actually brought his tractor out as well. While my 
brother was digging the hole, he went around and 
picked up just hundreds of animals basically. And 
basically dropped the whole lot at the edge of the 
hole. Then once he sort of had them all in and the hole 
was big enough, everything just got pushed in.

[How were you feeling through all that period then? 
Emotionally, where were you at?] Yeah, I don’t know. 
You have your highs and lows. It’s one of those things. 
You’ve just got to keep going forward because there’s 
not a... I don’t know. There’s no right or wrong answer 
to it. You can’t sit there and wallow in your grief 
because that’s not getting rid of the problem.

Yeah. I don’t know, it is pretty hard. To come back 
here and look at your entire... everything you’ve 
worked for is gone. Initially, it’s pretty hard. Having 
your mates come in and spend days on your property 
or weeks on your property, and leaving all their stuff 
behind. And just coming in and bringing their tools 
and their time, and doing hours and hours of work 
was... yeah.

Once we had dealt with the [dead animals]... the 
actual fire was still going for another, I think it was 
another week and a half or two weeks or something. 
There were still ongoing fires. That place was 
completely safe because there was nothing left to 
burn. Between trying to get jobs sorted and just 
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10.2 cleaning up what we could, I mean, it’s all a bit of 
a blur. I know the army was on the island because I 
don’t even know what day that was that they came. 
We had one day with the army on the property. We 
achieved a heap on that day. Got a lot of trees out of 
the way, and they rolled up fences everywhere. That 
sort of stuff was really helpful to build things. They 
move forward really fast. When you’ve got 90 people 
working, a lot gets achieved.

Probably everything else. Just day-to-day living. We 
had no water. We had no running water, so there 
were no showers. You’re just in ash and filth all day. 
Basically, night times were... you were filthy. There 
was really no way to get out of the weather. You’ve 
got no power. That was probably the hardest thing. 
It’s like living in third world conditions when you’re 
not meant to be. [That went on for months.]
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10.3
I nitially, the government said, “Yeah, we’re going 

to come and clean everything up.” But then 
because there was asbestos everywhere, that’s 

probably the worst thing, is we were living and 
working next to these fences that had our sheds and 
house inside of it that were full of asbestos. Basically, 
we were trying to work around that. Getting fencing 
done. You basically do a plan and you say, “Okay.” 
You start with a boundary fence and work in.

Yeah, so that was probably for me, my first thought 
was you get a boundary fenced up. You clean up 
the land and try and get that working for you. At that 
stage, we had 50 sheep left but they were badly 
burned. I think there were five or six out of 450 that 
didn’t have a mark on them. Everything else was 
burnt ears, nose, legs. It was pretty hard. There was 
probably... I mean, there’s no way you could breed 
from them. It was just a case of get rid of them, and 
then try and actually do something with the land. I 
didn’t really give any thought at that stage to what we 
were going to do for a house or a shed or anything.

Yeah. I think while everything was still in the way, 
that’s probably why it did take so long. Because 
there was all the existing house, the old house and 
the sheds. Everything was there on the ground still. 
We actually had a few guys from the army come back 
from another day. They picked up... there was another 
shed there they picked up. We had this enormous pile 
of metal and just everything burnt stacked up, down 
behind where the shed used to be. That sat there for 
weeks and weeks. It just got bigger and bigger and 
bigger. That was one of those... there was just this 
ongoing thing. You’re looking at a mess. Until that 
was cleaned up, I didn’t really start to think of putting 

anything new up.

I suppose really you look at, what do you need? As 
in sheds: what’s important. The first thing I built was 
just a little workshop. It’s really hard. Initially, we got 
the port on... I think that was in mid-April, we got the 
port here. At that stage, we had somewhere to have a 
shower. We had a little caravan, but then it was from 
the caravan into a pod. I had a mate here as well, so 
he was helping daily. My family had talked about a 
house. We had basically drawn up a rough idea of 
what we wanted, but none of that really happened 
until the middle of the year.

“it’s probably just that I had more mates 
helping than anything.”

It was probably six or seven months after the fire 
before we even discussed it, really discussed a house 
in any sort of depth.

[Who helped you the most?] it’s probably just that I 
had more mates helping than anything. 

Blasé initially did... it’s really hard because early on, all 
they could do was roll a bit of wire up. They could put 
up dropper fences. It wasn’t until they got a tractor 
and a post stopper that they had actually come and 
done anything. But I actually had a mate drive across 
from the Bay with his truck with a tractor and post 
stopper on it. He put my bounty fence up for me.

I had him, and he brought his workman and another 
mate as well. Then I had, yeah, a couple of mates of 
my own here. Basically, we did that all without anyone 
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10.3 assisting us.

There’s always frustrations. I think initially, we wanted 
to get shipping containers here to store stuff in 
because we had nowhere to store anything, tools. If 
you go away, there’s nowhere you can lock anything 
up in. Initially, the council said, “No, you’re not 
allowed to have them. You’re only allowed to have 
temporary shipping containers.” Once again, we just 
ignored what the council said and actually bought a 
shipping container. It’s still here. It’s set up and I’ve 
got no plans on moving it. That was pretty frustrating.

The council approval process has also been so 
frustrating. My partner has done most of it, but 
just everything seems to take so long. It’s good 
because they say, “We’re going to waive all the fees,” 
which they should. There’s a lot of frustrations, but 
everyone... I think because it was such a big disaster, 
most of the agencies were trying to help. I looked 
at the cleanup process and for me, it was just a joke. 
You had to register, so we went in and registered. I 
had to tell them what we had. We told them what we 
had. They came out and they painted the asbestos, 
sprayed it so that it wouldn’t contaminate anything. 
Then it was weeks and weeks. Then you’re driving 
around and looking at houses where nobody lives and 
hadn’t lived, and derelict buildings, and stuff getting 
cleaned up well before there were any properties 
where there was people that were actually living and 
working were getting cleaned up.

When I had a meeting, I actually called a meeting with 
one of the guys that was running it. He just came at 
me with some rubbish excuse that he didn’t have the 
information to know where to start. Which I laughed 
at and said, “Well, everyone has filled the forms out. 
You’ve just got to read them. It can’t be that hard.” For 
me, I think there was a lot of... the people who were 
involved in that as far as I could see, basically one 
company got an opening to contract the cleanup 30 
something properties. Everyone else had to fight for 
putting their bids for the others.

Yeah. Basically, I just rang my partner and complained. 
She chased everything up. There was a couple of 
people that I didn’t really bother too much. There was 
a few Johns though. I rang people from the council 
just to see what was happening.

I think if they actually cleaned the properties up 
faster, that would have made a big difference. I sort 
of get that logistically, it’s huge. But I think there was 
way too much back scratching going on, on that 
side of things. We waited months to get our house 
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and stuff cleaned up. Because there were so many 
people affected and it’s over such a wide area, and 
everyone’s needs are a lot different, I think it’s hard for 
any one agency to be able to go, “Okay, we’re going 
to do this.” Because that might only serve one or two 
people.

[Another major frustration] in the recovery phase, 
and I did a lot of the paperwork obviously, was that I 
felt like I had to tell my story, retell our story for grant 
applications or any type of government processes 
and agencies. I had to retell our story every time again 
to all the services out there. I recently spoke about 
that with our recovery department here. I said, “That 
was actually really, really tough. Because every time 
you have to do that, you have to relive it. That’s not 
the time when you want to do that. You have to go 
through... they’re asking you to list all of the items 
you’ve lost in your house.

You have to walk through your burnt house in your 
head and relive everything that you have to itemise 
and put a value to it, so that you might be qualified 
for a certain grant. Then you have to relive your story 
and explain what happened. A lot of those agencies 
are connected. They should be able to collaborate 
and get that information from you once you’ve told 
the story once, twice, three times maybe. Then it’s 
just basic information you provide that is necessary for 
that specific grant. But I found that really traumatising, 
to be honest, when you’re going through this. Having 
to retell your story over and over.
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10.4
T he 2020 bushfire was probably the toughest 

part of my life; losing a business I established 
over 19 years and then a staff house that I’d 

become quite attached to and had big plans for. 
All that basically just evaporated overnight—a hell 
of a loss. What probably hurt the most, was the 
disconnect from my staff and my friends from down 
that western end of the island because it was a big 
part of my life. 

Suddenly, it was just like you were in a fog. I couldn’t 
concentrate properly. I just didn’t know which way to 
turn. I’m usually a very structured and resilient sort of 
person, but I was finding it really difficult to focus my 
attention on things I’d had to deal with, like insurance. 
Even a year and a bit later, I still don’t feel like I’ve 
really gotten back to where I should be or where I 
was, mentally and emotionally before, but some days 
are better than others. 

The opportunity to step into a recovery role came up 
about three months after the fires and it’s a bit of a 
funny story. I now had to start looking for work after 
I’ve been an employer for 23 years on the island. 
It’s all a bit new to me and I am contemplating what 
I’m going to be doing in my life. Once I’d sorted 
the insurance and all the business stuff which took a 
fair while… Will I start a new business? One day, my 
sister-in-law came over for dinner and mentioned that 
there was a job for the Red Cross on seek as a bushfire 
recovery officer. My little ears pricked up because I’d 
worked for the Red Cross for 11 years prior to coming 
to the island, but I also noticed the application 
closed at 5pm that day and she told me about this 
around quarter to five. So, I quickly rang the number 
and spoke to the head of the emergency services in 

Red Cross and requested a little bit of time to make 
an application for the position which was granted. 
I quickly had to knock up a CV, something I hadn’t 
done for 30 years, and apply for the position and was 
lucky enough to get it. 

I started a new chapter in my life, a really big change 
to what I was used to. Working your own business, 
you do long hours. So not having to physically do 
that, all the mental anguish that comes with running a 
business, has been quite rewarding and  liberating in 
itself. 

Having been through the fires myself, I felt I had the 
empathy and compassion to deal with people. I think 
people find it easy to talk to me and with me, and they 
know me. I was fairly well respected, so I felt I was 
already a couple of steps ahead of the pack when it 
comes to recovery work. 

Having been through the fires myself, I 
felt I had the empathy and compassion 
to deal with people. I think people find 
it easy to talk to me and with me, and 
they know me.

I was now learning what recovery is, even though 
every emergency is different, every area is different, 
there’s no black and white, there’s no rulebook, but 
there are some guidelines… Sometimes just sitting 
down and having a chat and getting things off your 
chest is the best medicine, it’s helped me, … but I 
suppose I’ve been focusing on other people rather 
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10.4 than myself and in telling my story. In the end you 
are sick of talking about your situation, but my Red 
Cross team were always reaching out and were 
very sympathetic to what I’ve been through, trying 
to protect me. And I said, ‘look, I’m fine, I’m okay. 
I’m pretty tough and resilient.’ … The focus was on 
supporting the supporters.

Obviously with Covid, it was a really difficult way to 
start doing recovery work, because essentially what 
you want to do is get your community back together 
and connected and improve the psycho-social look 
and that just couldn’t happen. So Covid was the 
biggest barrier in the recovery field.  But we do 
have a remarkable community over here. It’s a small 
community, but well connected. I think that that spirit 
and the resilience of the community has really shone 
through. 

Because we are disconnected from the mainland, we 
sort of look after one another. We are used to fires, but 
I just think the way they’ve got on with the job, dusted 
themselves off, has been quite remarkable. I’m just a 
bit concerned that they’re not really taking very good 
care of their mental health. They just work, work, work 
and no play. (…) But there’s been so many services out 
there, if people have wanted help, it’s available. A lot 
of the people that have been fire-affected have been 
the farmers and they’re not used to asking for help. 
These guys just want to get on with putting fences up, 
getting their farm businesses back up and running 
so they’ve got a livelihood and can take care of the 
family. They’ve been so focused on the rebuilding; 
I think they’ve neglected themselves a little bit and 
their own mental health in doing that…

A lot of the people are just saying, ‘Look, I just don’t 
want to think about the fires. I don’t want to talk about 
them.’ They’ve just been bombarded, really, and 
there’s been a bit of a service and agency fatigue out 
there because there’s been just so many people trying 
to help. A lot of people are just fed up, that’s what 
I’ve found a lot. They just don’t want to talk about it 
anymore. 

It’s been like 15 months of fire, fire, fire, and 
everybody trying to help out and just so many 
different organisations. I think there’s been a bit of 
a lack of coordination of those services. (…) I didn’t 
agree with the structure of our recovery effort from 
the state recovery coordinator. I just found that it 
wasn’t very community-inclusive—talk the talk, but 
really didn’t walk the walk. It was hard to get that 
community voice because we couldn’t have meetings 
with the community, so that was made difficult (…) 
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and it wasn’t really structured the way it should have 
been. (…) We’ve had a recovery centre, which has 
been a great space to collaborate and coordinate, 
but I think there’s been a bit of a bit of duplication 
in services. (…) Since the closure of the centre, I’ve 
also recognised that there isn’t a common space 
anymore that the recovery organisations can operate 
from. A lot of them come from the mainland and 
they don’t have an office space, so I’ve identified an 
area which is where the services need to be—close 
to the fire-affected people—and we’re going to be 
renting a community space to work from, collaborate 
and coordinate their efforts, so it becomes a 
community-driven activity, so we can connect with the 
community. We’re out there to get their feedback and 
identify the gaps and the needs of the community.

Part of my role is creating opportunities for community 
gatherings but you can put as many events or shows 
on as you like, if people aren’t going to turn up to 
them, what’s the point? You can offer these things, 
but it’s up to the individuals whether they’re ready 
or want that sort of support. (…) Because if your 
family connections and your friend connections all 
break down, what’s all the rebuilding for? What’s 
your recovery for? It’s for trying to get your life back 
to where it was. (…) The start of winter sport will be 
good for everyone. Being a bit of a sports mad island, 
it’s a great way for people to down tools for the day 
and go and play some sport or watch their kids play 
sport and have a bit of a social day. (…)

It’s the anniversaries that really trigger anxiety in 
the community; they think of the six months, 12 
months, 18 months, two years, and they start to judge 
themselves on how they’ve progressed over that 
time. They’ll start looking at others in the community, 
saying, ‘They’ve built their house, they’ve moved 
in, I haven’t even started.’ Everybody’s different, 
everybody’s situation and circumstances are different 
and everyone recovers differently. (…) It’s not a 
competition, and everybody’s level of emotions and 
their loss is different; their situations are different, their 
financial situation might be different. Their mental 
health and resilience and capacity to get up and 
running again is different. (…) 

Some people don’t even want to rebuild; they want to 
move out of the area. I mean, that’s probably good for 
their mental health to do that because they just can’t 
stand the thought of going through that experience 
again. (…) Some are farmers and when you lose a 
farm and all your income is gone—sure you put the 
fences back up, but how many years is it before you’re 
actually generating an income again? A lot of the 
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insurance money is just to basically provide shelter 
and then food and a bit of normality for your kids 
in their lives. It’s not easy. A lot of our fire-impacted 
people over here are farmers and they’re going to be 
doing it tough for many years. There needs to be a 
bit of a longer-term focus, especially when the farms 
get absolutely devastated, it takes years. There needs 
to be a funding package in place there that has a 
long-term funding arrangement rather than just a short 
one-off cash bonus or grant. (…) 

Me personally, I’m tenacious, I’m a dog with a bone, 
and I don’t like giving up. But some days I’ve found 
it quite frustrating in the recovery sense, in my own 
personal recovery, when you’re dealing with mobs 
like Centrelink. It just drove me around the bend, they 
were really difficult, they did not make life easy. You 
had to retell your story to everybody every time and 
I just thought, this is insane. How many emergencies 
have we been through in Australia? We still haven’t 
got a decent one stop shop sort of system where you 
have a fire-affected person that’s been identified, 
what level they’ve been affected, and then they’re 
on a registry that the government should be running 
and then all the organisations have to put their grants 
through the registry. So, (…) if there’s 15 different 
grants you’re entitled to, you don’t want to have to 
go chasing those 15 different grants. Your head is in a 
fog, you just don’t know who you’ve contacted, who 
you applied for, what you haven’t applied for, you 
don’t even know what’s out there half the time. (…) If 
people just get what they’re entitled to and not have 
to go through the trauma of reliving that story twenty 
times, that is recovery support. But now it’s just crazy. 
I really hope that that changes in the future, because 
this is something that happens across the country. 

We’re going to have more emergencies; it’s going 
to be more frequent and we need to get this process 
right. If there’s one thing that comes out of this, I’d 
like to see that process change structure. Just make 
it a lot easier for those disaster-affected people. (…) 
My recovery role is evolving and changing; less of 
the psycho-social support with events and things 
like that, to moving more into a training mode. (…) 
The role creates a lot of preparedness packages 
so that people are really ready. To make sure their 
families are ready for any sort of emergency, not just a 
bushfire, but also upskilling them, and upskilling other 
agencies and organisations like council and teachers 
and even the hairdressers (…) and barmen. Those 
who hear the stories of the bushfire-affected people, 
rolling out psychological first aid training to those 
sorts of people. Making sure your community is a lot 
better prepared to respond and recover from another 

emergency. 

That’s the next chapter of my job. (…) We want that 
community voice; the ones we call our informal 
community leaders. (…) It’s important for the 
community to step up, that voice to be heard and 
that identifies what’s going right in the recovery 
setting and what’s not going right, and it focuses 
our attention on what we should be doing. Those 
gaps that are in the recovery area might be mental 
health issues, domestic violence might rear its head, 
and because as time changes, people’s psychology 
changes, things change. It’s evolving all the time, so 
different needs will come up. (…)

Having those community members really step up 
and take ownership of the recovery, I think it’s really 
important because they’re getting the recovery they 
want, not something they’re being told what you 
need to have by a government agency. That’s vitally 
important, I think. (…)

Everyone that comes over here from the mainland 
working in the recovery area is just astounded at 
how well the community is going, how quickly it’s 
progressed and dusted itself off. Just the work ethic of 
the community, it’s just to be applauded. I think there 
are more community connections now and a tighter 
community bond, but I think that’s about the only 
silver lining I can see.”
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I ’m not on Facebook or social media. [My main 
source of information was friends]. So that would 
be to know what was going on in the community 

because Vic Emergency app was only other 
information I had.

[When I evacuated…] I had to go to my sister’s 
which was four and a half hours away because of my 
situation with a daughter with special needs, I just 
can’t go to any venue to sleep the night due to safety 
and logistics and a whole world of things. 

I had the Vic emergency app and that made my 
decisions easy to leave early by reading that map. So 
I had [a friend] to help with what was going on in the 
community and then I had that app to decide whether 
I’d stay or leave. So I followed those guidelines so I 
never felt threatened or trapped because I followed 
what Emergency Vic was saying. 

I think it was just again I was lucky to have somewhere 
to go in this case like my sister’s, but if COVID 
restrictions were in place on top of fires I couldn’t go 
there. I thought if someone else was in my position, 
then I don’t know how they would have dealt with it, 
where would they go? 

I have a child [who was 17 yo at the time of the fires] 
with special needs - she has Down Syndrome, so 
you just can’t stay anywhere or go anywhere without 
planning. And also you can’t take off at speed. If we 
have to go quickly, we can’t because my daughter 
can’t be rushed and doesn’t comprehend the urgency 
of the situation so you have to plan and leave early. 

[What would have really helped me was] … a place 

that would cater for people with special needs. And 
I’m talking people with intellectual and physical 
disability, they need a safe place to go where the 
surroundings are calm and safe. In a crisis, someone 
that doesn’t have special needs, they can sleep on 
someone’s couch for example. Someone with special 
needs can’t do this. So that’s the difference between 
flexibility and being able to go. 

[For example, we would need] … single 
accommodation for example, if myself and my 
daughter were in a room alone one room is sufficient. 
You just need that that space. 

I didn’t lose faith in humanity during the fires. The 
evacuation process was fine because I left early. 
Getting out was fine because I had somewhere to go 
in this instance because I was out of town over three 
weeks due to smoke. My daughter can’t tolerate 
wearing a mask. 

[For what my daughter needs] …. it’s a whole list 
of criteria as to places we can’t go to, it’s a long list 
of things. For example, if the place has animals, my 
daughter can’t stay there. If there’s excessive noise 
in the living place, she can’t stay there she needs her 
own space. Bathroom facilities is a big thing. She 
needs a place to retreat to away from over stimulation. 
Some of the evacuation centers where everyone may 
be sleeping on mattresses on the floor, that wouldn’t 
work. 

[What we need is] … a safe place to go with financial 
support.
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10.6
B ecause there were fires everywhere else in 

Australia and things were so dry and the air 
was just feeling weird for want of a better 

word. We had gone around and cleaned up stuff 
that I would never have cleaned up normally. Like, 
I cut down trees and instead of just leaving them 
next to the house, leaving them drop, I carted every 
leaf away. There was just this gut feeling that it was 
[not] good. So on the morning of the 19th, it was a 
catastrophic day. I packed a grab bag. I made sure my 
car was filled up with fuel. We ran all of our sprinklers. 
And in saying that we had we thought we had a 
very well protected house without sprinklers on the 
northern side and one on the western corner of the 
house, which we thought was our most threatening 
places for bushfire. We had left all the blinds open 
to be aware of what was going on around us. And 
we were inside because it was extremely hot. Then 
the change hit and the lightning came through and 
we walked around and we did a quick check and 
thought we escaped this one. My sister was in the 
[unclear] bushfires as well, so I managed to talk her 
through, getting out and getting to my mum safely 
in Adelaide. Got off the phone, turned around and 
just saw smoke. Going past the front of my house, 
may have said few swear words. And then we kicked 
into gear wearing summer clothes. We both got 
changed and [name] just got onto his firefighting 
unit. He said, I’ve got to find out where this is coming 
from. Then he came back and he said, no, this is this 
is coming. We’re probably not going to have a lot 
of luck here, but this is what you need to do. You 
need to put sprinklers out, do this, do this, which is 
what we did, he said. But it’s coming from the wrong 
direction. It was coming from the South. Normally, 
we expect southerlies to bring us cool weather. And 

in this instance and in the instances that followed, 
that’s what happened. And we had about 10, 15 
minutes warning. It may have been a little bit more 
than that, but yeah. So I raced around, got changed, 
threw everything off the verandah or put it inside, 
put the dogs inside and did all the things that we 
thought we had to do. He came back and said, I’ll 
put another sprinkler over here. So I move that one. 
And just at that stage somebody came in and said, 
you’ve got to get out, you’ve got to get out. And I was 
so obsessed with the fact that I was in danger and I 
needed to get out and then the CFS trucks came in 
without water because they’d extinguished all their 
water and said, you’ve got to get out of here. And I 
said, I’m supposed to…our fire plan is for me to stay. 
You’ve got to get out. And I could see they were more 
concerned about me than the fire as as such, I know 
they’re concerned about that, but they were worried 
for my safety. In that point. I made a judgement call 
that I needed to get out for them. This is the hardest 
thing I feel like I let my husband down because our 
fire plan was to stay. And I I’m sorry for that. I actually 
sent him a text and said that I meant I drove out the 
gate and took my breath and I had the dogs in the 
car, three of them. The others were locked inside 
and headed towards another suburb. I was forced to 
go further in and said we’ve lost another one. I don’t 
know whether side of the house and one of the dogs 
that wouldn’t come inside had been had an ember. 
And I said, can you deal with that dog? And he said, 
Yeah. So that was that was funny. Rang back and he 
said, The fire’s gone past. Can you bring my working 
dog back? I’ve got to do with sheep. So I turned 
around and came back and driving into smoke and 
everything felt wrong. Yes, but I thought I’d trust 
his decisions. So I did that and came back and just 
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10.6 walked around and was shell shocked as you are. And 
and then went back and by that stage, some friends 
had come. They sort of said, what can we do? I didn’t 
know at that point. But we came back out and got all 
the stuff out of the fridges and the freezers and caught 
up with each other.
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10.7
A nd, you know, the fires had gone through 

very, very quickly, there’s been some stories 
that my husband told me afterwards that 

were pretty heart wrenching. But then we got through 
that bit. We had no water. We had no power. So we 
couldn’t live in the house. And my son came back 
from the mines the next day to help and then took 
over the captaincy of the brigade and that’s where 
he worked for the next six weeks. That’s where he 
worked. Yeah. And if he wasn’t working there, he was 
home helping us get power, water back home. 

So after eight days, we had got ourselves organised, 
got power, the water back on and we could get back 
into the house. But, you know, while all that’s going 
on, I’ve got a son in law and a son very much involved 
in fighting the fires. And the husband is still fighting 
fires, there are grandkids and everything else that you 
got to look after. Then on, it was just, you know, he’d 
get up and you do what you have to do. At one stage, 
I had nine people in my house when fire friends were 
coming through and question ourselves whether we 
should be here with children. But we were safe in the 
house. It was nothing was kind of burn. And then the 
last attack, we had a sick child and we thought, we’re 
going to lose the farm. The rest of the farm hadn’t 
been burnt. And yet that was purely a wind shift 
within five minutes of it hitting us. That saved us from 
that one as well. Then once we sort of went past all 
those things, 

I became really, really frustrated with the lack of 
support for want of a better word. I could see that 
everything was going berserk and they were a lot of 
people that have a lot of issues and needed a lot of 
help…we were going and asking for the help that was 

supposedly there and it wasn’t forthcoming. We were 
told that people would come and assess us and help 
us do what we needed to do. I had a meeting with the 
recovery coordinator, the first one that was there, and 
she said, if you got any issues. I said, what do we do 
with our debris? And my feeling was it was recyclable, 
mostly metal and glass that was left. Everything else 
had pretty much been destroyed, but it was a massive 
amount of equipment and sheds and whatever. It was 
just this massive pile of stuff, and every time I walked 
out the back door, that’s where it was. 

To move forward you have to clean 
up. You’ve got to start again. And that, 
to me, was the hardest thing that we 
weren’t getting support with.

I said, Are you able to come and assess this? And I got 
really frustrated that that actually never happened, 
which is when I decided within my mind that I had to 
stand up and say something because every recovery 
meeting, people were saying the same thing. How do 
we move forward from this? To to move forward you 
have to clean up. You’ve got to start again. And that, 
to me, was the hardest thing that we weren’t getting 
support with. You know, there were people saying, 
oh, you can do this and you can get this, but that’s 
not what we needed. We had offers from people to 
come in, dig a great hole and bury the whole lot.  But 
I didn’t think that was right. And I still don’t think that 
that was the right decision. And I know some people 
did go ahead and do that, but environmentally that 
just does not sit right with me to do that sort of stuff. 
Yeah. And that’s when I saw the opportunity with the 
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10.7 royal commission - the Commonwealth government 
national one. And they were looking for people and 
I thought I can get my voice heard here. Whether it 
will be listened to or not, I don’t know. And so I sat 
down and wrote up my submission just to read out 
when I got there, because it was only the problem of 
it. And that was a pretty hard day to go through all of 
that. I didn’t need to speak about the fires, there were 
plenty of people doing that. I just spoke purely about 
the recovery side of it and said how I felt that there 
needed to be more to be done on that side of things 
than anything else. Everything else was pretty much 
covered with other support and things. I feel really 
quite confident with that one. 

We are a lucky country. We’re not a third world 
country. There should be things in play that when it 
goes from one level of government to the next, it’s 
just a handball effect. And there is something for 
somebody to pick up and look at. And I know that it’s 
politics. And that is the hardest thing to sort of get 
your head around is that one political party will not 
necessarily take up what’s been learnt in previous 
disasters. 

The recovery meetings that we had were a really 
good place for information. And so there were so 
many different organisations there. There were the 
primary industries, which were really, really focussed 
on farmers, which in some ways let other people 
down. And we found that too at one of the recovery 
meetings, friends of ours had been burnt out. And 
we went to them. We could just see at the end of 
the meeting that they were shell shocked. They said 
“there’s nothing in here for us, it’s all about farmers”. 
I understand that the majority were farms that were 
affected. But they forgot about the other people. And 
to me, every recovery process, everyone’s different. 
You need one thing to get you moving forward. 
And these friends, it was just a small thing, like an 
electric fence and a bit of pipe, which we gave to 
them. So the recovery centre started up. I registered 
online and they said “come in”. But, I can’t just leave 
the farm. There was so much to do and I just didn’t 
need to face everybody at that time. So when we 
eventually went to another recovery centre, there 
was Red Cross, Salvoes, there were all those sorts 
of people. The mayor was really, really supportive. 
He contacted us and Blaze Aid were fantastic. You 
know, that organisation take my hat off to them. And 
what they did through COVID as well. There was a lot 
of assistance. It was knowing where to go to get it. 
Everything, you know, most agencies were covered 
in that sort of stuff. But in the beginning it was it was 
more just the meetings and whoever happened to be 

there at the time. And that was really instigated by the 
mayor and therefore the people trying to get people 
to come over. So that’s where it was. 

For us, the biggest source of support was our friends. 
Because we were burnt out earlier, we’d started 
up rolling up fences and things like that with our 
friends without any other support. And as it as it was, 
we didn’t get the army here to do anything until 
virtually the end because again, once the second 
round of fires went west, this end of the island sort 
of got forgotten. Everything you heard was about 
the western end of the island. We’re definitely not 
classed as the western end of the island. And that that 
probably was one thing that we got a bit annoyed 
with. It was all about the Western end. But there are 
people back here that have suffered as well and need 
just as much attention.
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10.8
T he people that made a big contribution] … 

People like Anne Morrison, who is an amazing 
support because of the gardening stuff, she 

just took that on herself. My garden’s very important 
and my vision for a garden, basically, I’m not really 
a flower person. And when I saw things starting to 
come back to life that I thought I’d lost, I thought 
I needed to share that with other people that lost 
stuff because we were out there at the recovery 
meetings. A lot of people were saying, you know, 
how devastated they were. So I just kept putting out 
positive posts to try and just encourage. And the 
number of people that would talk to me in the street 
that people I know but not friends with them were just 
really interested in seeing what’s going on. And the 
people that weren’t affected by the fires really felt lost 
and didn’t know how to help people. And by putting 
those posts up, too, they could see what was going 
on within everybody’s gardens. So they just sort of 
went from there. And I kept communicating with 
Anne and she would ask me what I thought because 
I’d been affected. She said, I don’t want to give 
people what they don’t want. I’m also a realist and 
know that if things are offered you have to take them, 
even if the timing isn’t right.  I’ve just kept in contact 
and tried to help her do that. And when she got all 
the fruit trees and things, nobody was responding 
to her email. So I put another post up and then got 
this big list and just directed it all to her. So I feel a 
bit like a connector so that if something if I saw that 
something needed to be done, I could point people 
in the right direction. And I had a group called the 
Tuesday Coffee Club. So they are ex military people 
that had acquaintance with a person over here and 
they wanted to come and help. So they were a group 
of them were coming for three months and they were 

doing it in blocks of two weeks. And they wanted to 
help a farmer and then go to work with BlazeAid. And 
somebody said “who do I contact to do this?” So I 
gave them a heap of money and phone numbers. And 
then they said, oh, we’ve got some seeds and things 
from Adelaide. Who do I contact to do that? So I just 
seem to be a bit of a conduit to get stuff to where 
it needed to go. Just connecting people, basically, 
because I had that little contact and I suppose I was 
open enough to talk about what had happened to us. 
And people felt comfortable that they could ask me 
those questions because there’s a lot of people that 
you couldn’t ask anything to, because they just didn’t 
know how to react and respond. … I just felt that if I 
could help by connecting people, that was my way of 
getting more support for our community. 

I just felt that if I could help by 
connecting people, that was my 
way of getting more support for our 
community. 

[Recovery Support Centre] Well, a couple of things 
transpired, so I’ll go back to the royal commission. 
One of the things was I said it felt like if you had a 
high social media presence, you got more attention 
than the people that didn’t. And I’m not a great social 
media user. I follow. And I do I comment on things, 
if that’s important enough to do that. The next day 
after that, Rob rang me and said he wanted to come 
see me. I had somebody driving my gates, tell me 
that, we’d been added to their list for clean up. And 
I was delighted but angry that I had had to make 
that statement in front of the people that I did for us 

[
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10.8 to be put on the list. And I was really cross because 
I had heard that they were cleaning up houses that 
were never going to be rebuilt. They were cleaning 
up other infrastructure that didn’t need to be done, 
where he we were trekking ash thru our house looking 
at all of this stuff and we couldn’t move forward till 
that was done. So I sort of said all that to [name] and 
said, look, this is what’s happened. They are coming 
to clean up and I’ve now got a date and I know the 
rest of it. I said, but it shouldn’t be the squeaky wheel 
to get something done. So I then actually went away 
to Queensland to pick up a boat, a replacement 
boat. And on my way back I got a message to say 
that our recovery coordinator had left and we were 
getting a new one. I then found it was Rob Manton, 
and since then I’ve had not a huge amount because 
we haven’t needed a huge amount of support, but 
I have kept in contact with him. And I was really 
pleased with the way that he conducted himself. He 
was always available to you if you needed to have 
those discussions. And he came once more, he just 
wanted some input about things that he thought we 
might like to help share and encourage people and 
what else was needed in the community. Yeah, and he 
did a really good job. I thought he was a really good 
coordinator, especially compared to what we’ve 
had previously, whether that person was out of their 
depth, I don’t know. And there’s things that having 
dealt with the army, , there was no body walking 
around talking to each individual property owner, 
which I think needs to be done. From the beginning, 
we were promised that and it didn’t happen to us. 
And I know it didn’t happen for other people. And, 
they were saying nobody should be left behind. But 
unless you actually grid pattern it and walk, how do 
you know who’s being left behind? As a criticism, I 
think that’s something that we need to look at, is that 
there is some person, be a community person that 
that would have to have skills to approach people 
that have gone through trauma that they need to go 
door to door and ask, what do you need? How are 
you going and how can we help? Even BlazeAid were 
the same, they didn’t send anybody out to go and 
assess everybody’s property and prioritise and their 
are priorities. And it’s a bit like the clean up -  there 
were priorities for clean up. If you weren’t going 
to be rebuilding a house and you weren’t living in 
your house, do you need to be cleaned up first? We 
were still here living and were ready to go ahead, 
but couldn’t do it before that one step happened. 
So it’s just that boots on the ground. Door to door 
and actually asked the questions. You know, you may 
not get the answers the first one, you go back again 
because people’s priorities change and you lost your 

job. You don’t know. Everybody was like, how can 
we help the guy? We don’t know what we need yet. 
Once we got back into our house, well, that was our 
first priority. Then we could sit down. Okay, where do 
we need to go from here? You have to have time to 
process it yourself, but they have to be people there 
that can say, you know, we can help you what stage 
you at. But then they’re aware of where they need to 
send resources. 

[The things that gave me optimism]… The fact that 
people were there to give up their time freely and 
to assist to be of friends or total strangers. I mean, 
we had that many people - BlazeAid in particular 
that year. Some of the stories that came out of that 
were really, really heartwarming. We had people that 
were burntout by fires a few months before us and 
they’d had BlazeAid and they came over to give that 
assistance as well. And it’s just now it was just talking 
to people and the fact that they wanted to help and. 
Yeah. Friends for anything else. And then the army 
that was that was a surreal day will drive. And sure, 
when the army was coming off the road and that was 
one thing just heading over to morrow when the war 
began with my training. And that’s just what I had in 
mind. And, you know, there are some really funny 
stories in there and somebody should write a book 
about the funny stories from everybody …
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10.9
W e had people coming out all the time 

and they’d ring up and ask if we wanted 
them to bring anything. And I had a 

friend of mine ringing me up asking, ”What would 
you like me to bring you?” I said, two litres of milk and 
a clothesline. And I look back at that day when they 
brought out a clothesline. I said, I don’t care what 
colour, and I prefer this size. But at this stage, I just 
need a clothesline. And he turned up with two litres of 
milk and a clothesline. And he put the clothesline up 
for me. You know, it’s things like that when you’re just 
dealing with all this stuff and you go, that was really 
quite bizarre. 

We’ve made some good friends. There are probably 
three groups that I tend to really keep in contact 
with and try to encourage. Likewise, it helps all of 
us out to do that. I know that they’ve found it a little 
bit harder than some in some areas because they 
don’t necessarily fit the mould of the farmer. I did 
have connections with those people. They’ve just 
become stronger I suppose, for that time. And I 
think it’s a bit harder being here where we live. We 
are a different type of community. But even after the 
first round of fires, when the mayor was getting the 
BlazeAid together to come over, he actually came to 
me and said, “I’m really sorry to ask you this, but I’m 
not the only one I trust you with. Can you please let 
everybody know BlazeAid is coming to help in your 
area.”

… one thing I think we have learnt to do is you don’t 
plan too much every day because you’d wake up 
with what you’d like to achieve for the day. But if 
somebody came or something else happened, you 
just go with the flow and do that. And I think that’s 

an important thing for people to realise is to take the 
skills [and support] while they’re there. For example, 
it would be your friend that would bring up. So I 
can do this a lot today. And you go, yep, just stop 
what we’re doing, what we had to do. It’s on the go 
at different stages. We were fencing and we just flit 
from one job to the other. And I said to somebody, 
it was like having shearing for about nine and a half 
months. If you’re a farmer’s wife, you get that because 
it was cups of coffee. Not that I was feeding people, 
but it was quickly spread or just something there and 
conversation like you are talking to people because 
you’re so appreciative. I think that was another thing 
that hurt me was that there were some people that 
took it for granted that people were going to help 
them. There was one thing and one of the BlazeAid 
coordinators came here. We got a phone call late one 
night and said, oh, look, can you use a crew? And 
because we’d already started doing our own stuff for 
ourselves, we just had some extra help.

I suppose I’ve gone through life with the 
view that if you think something’s not 
right or needs to be said, just say it.

[What compelled you to step up?] I suppose I’ve gone 
through life with the view that if you think something’s 
not right or needs to be said, just say it.  With the 
free range poultry stuff, I’ve done a lot of work within 
government and speaking on radio and after the 
fires the ABC rang me and asked if I be prepared to 
go. I said yes, because it needs to be said. And I just 
thought I am strong enough to do this, as hard as it 
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10.9 is. But if you feel that it needs to be said, then you just 
have to say it. It’s just me, it’s just me. I’m generally 
fairly quiet and I don’t go and do that sort of stuff. But 
at some point you just get there and I look back at 
doing the whole royal commission stuff. That was hard 
to write all that down and speak to people. But I just 
felt I needed to do it. I stayed up to one o’clock in the 
morning to do it, because there wasn’t a lot of lead 
time to get that done. And I just felt compelled that 
I was in a position that I thought I could say it and I 
knew a lot of other people that couldn’t. So it was just 
that, you know, it’s just the way I felt I needed to do it. 
There weren’t many people that I told I was doing the 
royal commission. One of that was because bitterness 
from the community, because they think, ‘oh, why 
wasn’t I able to have my say?’  There’s only a few 
people I know who did that. One of the ladies that 
read the reports that I hear your words in that. And I 
said, well, I can actually hear my words in it as well, 
like it was taken on board. And I really thought that it 
was listened to. My fear is I did ask the question with 
all the other commissions and investigations that have 
gone into this, what’s going to make it any different? 
And they said political will and money. And at that 
point I went, you know, what are our hopes with that? 
Because governments change and and there doesn’t 
seem to be that continuity. And that that that worries 
me that, you know, it shouldn’t be there should be 
some something written up that it can go handbell. 
Yes. It needs to be tweaked the living document, but 
it just needs to be there for these occasions. And as 
we’ve seen this year, we’ve had many more of them. 
And I’m sure I’ve found that hard watching the floods 
and things like that, because I know those people go 
through. 

I feel that I patted myself on the back when the clean 
up of the island happened really well. I felt like that 
was an achievement. So it was worth doing that I saw 
on the news where there were other communities that 
still had been burnt out, you know, around the same 
time and before us that we’re still having issues. And 
the island has a whole heap of other challenges. So 
I thought, yes, that I had made a difference with that 
and that that’s what I felt, that if, you know, if I had 
to do it again, I would probably do the same just in 
another instance, just hoping that the right people 
are listening. And I did think that the recovery process 
then progressed more smoothly than it was going on.

[It’s been difficult] getting some equipment like 
fencing, gear and stuff. But I know what it’s like to get 
that. And we could see that every state in Australia 
was suffering the same. So, you know, there’s still 
something we ordered back in January last the year, 

January 2020, but hasn’t arrived yet, but. We had 
COVID put in there, too, and I think that was hard for 
people.

One person said to me, I was surviving on hugs 
and then come over here. And, you know, we are a 
community where we like to support each other. And 
hugging is one of those things  we need as human 
beings. 

It’s not just us, everybody is feeling this and it’s about 
having that patience to be able to guide. 

We were quite happy with what we achieved in such a 
little I think a short time. It took us 40 years to build it. 
Now we have to rebuild it all in 12 months.
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10.10
A bout 18 months before the fires, I did my 

BF1 one, which is a two day course. And so 
that means you’re an active member of the 

service if you’re part of the brigade. And then that 
following summer there were very few incidents. And 
so I didn’t go out on a fire truck and then on 20th of 
December, there was a fire. And so that was my first 
experience in the truck. We did a bit of blacking out 
there. And so I only had one day’s experience on 
the truck before the 3rd of January. And so that was 
my baptism of fire, literally. Yeah. And for anyone 
listening, that was the big event where most of the 
national park was on fire and came at us at about 80 
miles an hour with the 50km front . That day I actually 
put my hand up for it because I knew who was going 
to be on that truck was [name], our Captain, he’s 
same age as me and he’d have 15 years experience 
in firefighting. His dad was captain before him and 
I’d worked alongside him as a mechanic. And I really 
respect his intelligence and his leadership in the 
CFS. And so I was happy to jump on the truck with 
him. So we went out west. We surveyed it. We were 
supposed to be a strike team to backburn into the fire, 
to light up the national park. It was deemed way too 
dangerous to do because the wind was already really 
blowing hard and westerly. So we went off. We fought 
some spot fires around Middle River and then we 
headed back towards the West End and Jason said, 
we’ll go into asset protection. [expletive]. It still makes 
me feel funny. 

And so we pulled up at a farm where we both 
worked. We both knew the lay of the land there really 
well. Parked up there and then watched the front 
bear down on us. It got to the point where bombers 
were trying to put the fire out right in front of us. 

But there was absolutely nothing, not water wasn’t 
going to put that out. And the most amazing thing, 
[firefighter] turned to me and [name], who was sitting 
in the back of the truck, we’re both green as grass, 
he said, have you ever experienced anything like this 
before? And we said ‘no way’. And he said, it’s going 
to go completely black. You’re not going to be to see 
anything. It’s going to be extremely loud. It’s going 
to sound like sitting behind a 747 and it’s going to be 
excruciatingly hot. But the trucks and your equipment 
are designed to get through this. He said, put your 
head down in the mask, keep your breathing calm 
because you’re going to be breathing in a fair bit of 
smoke and he goes trust in the equipment, trust that 
we’re not going to put you in the shit. And we have 
been through this before, so it’s okay. 

And he said, it’s going to go completely 
black. You’re not going to be to see 
anything. It’s going to be extremely loud. 
It’s going to sound like sitting behind a 
747 and it’s going to be excruciatingly 
hot.

And so when we’re in the thick of it, then for the next 
twenty five minutes, we got pummelled. Everything 
was just black and red out that window of the truck. At 
one point,  the snorkel melted off my mates ute while 
he was sitting in it. We pulled up at a house and my 
friend said “we can save this house” and a tree above 
it burst into flames and we’ve jumped out and it was 
just black and red. And somehow [the CFS captain] 
had the foresight or just the presence of mind that it 
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was alright. And we got out, cooled off a couple of 
gas bottles that were in front of us. There was petrol 
bowsers and diesel bowsers that were venting not far 
away, though, kind going off like jets. There was shit 
exploding in the shed. And we’ve put out this tree 
above the the stone cottage and we managed to save 
that, which is pretty cool. And then another friend 
walked out of the house and goes, It’s good to see 
you guys. 

He walks out of the house and jumps up in the fire 
truck and sits with us for a bit. And then we drove 
back around and went parked at the gravel pit where 
there was a bunch of farm units that were sheltering 
behind a big shed and a big concrete pad and 
checked on those guys. And then the worst of the 
front had passed by that point. 

And then we got a call across the GRN, which is the 
the radio network. And it said the people down at 
[location] had locked themselves out of their fire 
bunker and somebody needs to go in there and check 
on them. We were one of the closest people to that 
area. So I said to [the CFS Captain], well, I reckon we 
could get down there. And so we’ve driven out of the 
farm, down the West End highway, and then we came 
across the crews that had just been burnt over in the 
national park. [Crying] I don’t ever want to see the 
look on those guys faces ever again. They just had the 
thousand yard stare. I don’t know how they survived 
in there. We’ve driven past them. We’ve gone down 
the south coast road, but we couldn’t get through. 
And we knew those people down in [location] were 
in trouble. I noticed a loader sitting there at the corner 
of [location]. And so I said to my friend, let’s grab that 
loader. I say to those guys, is anybody is there any 
Operators’ here? And I said, ‘are the keys in it?’. So I 
jumped in the loader. And we’ve taken off the south 
coast road, smashing burning trees off the road, drove 
into [location] there were power lines down and trees 
all over the road. So we ended up following a fire 
track and we got down to the lodge and the people 
there were OK. So a really good result. And then we 
had a really nice time getting those people out of 
there are super grateful at that point. And then for the 
next three hours, we were just trapped on West End 
highway.  We couldn’t get back through the front. 
The CFS wouldn’t let us come home, it was getting 
late. And then [CFS guys] commandeered a QRV, a 
small car fire fighting vehicle. And they’re trying to 
find a path for us to get back. And they’ve gone back 
on the [other highway]. And that’s the worst thing 
I’ve ever seen, was just everything was black. There 
was a few panicky cars still ripping around . There 
was dead wildlife and cattle and shit everywhere. 

And then, yeah, it took us an hour, probably nearly 
two hours to drive from the west and all the way back 
in. When I saw the two guys that had been killed, I 
just assumed that there was going to be a lot more 
because of the way that fire had traveled, they’re not 
been listening to the radio that whole time, knowing 
that those trucks getting burned tied up in really bad 
spots. There was some crews that had gone down 
a different road, which are really heavily wooded or 
knew those people defending their farms that were 
surrounded by plantations. And it’s just miraculous 
that more people weren’t killed. That was a big day. 
We’d started on the truck at 8:00 in the morning, we 
got back at nearly four o’clock in the morning. 

After that, everything was easy. I we had crews come 
over from Adeliade and they were panicking and 
they’re like, we can’t fight this fire. And we’re like, this 
is nothing, you need to get your hoses on the ground 
and start doing some work because it’s going to keep 
spreading. But that day set the bar. We went from 
zero to a million and then everything else was easy by 
comparison.

Absolutely. I woke up the next day. Full of energy. So 
I’ve got ADHD and the way my brain operates is when 
I’m under pressure, that’s when I’m working at 100%. 
And so when all of that is happening, I’m thinking 
really clearly and we’re making really good split 
second decisions. And I felt like I was a really good 
member of that team, even though I’ve never really 
been in a proper firefighting situation before.

Our crew performed extremely well, yeah, I thought 
we did everything we possibly could have, that 
we put ourselves in a what appeared to be a really 
dangerous situation. But [our CFS Captain] put us 
in a spot where there was open ground where our 
equipment could actually handle it. There was a lot of 
other people that really made a lot of poor decisions. 
There was some guys who been with the CFS forever 
and captains and ended up towing crews into areas 
where they had no clear escape and. Yes, that’s. Yeah, 
when you approached me about this, I had a little 
thought I might just because people haven’t like have 
been in an organization longer than anybody else, it 
doesn’t necessarily mean they should be in a position 
of leadership. Some people aren’t natural leaders. 
But you can learn leadership skills, but it’s just some 
people have them naturally and can handle things 
when the pressure’s on. 

[The experienced firefighter] having the foresight 
to say a couple of greenhorns sitting on the back 
of the truck, giving us that little pep talk about how 
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shit it’s going to get. But you got to be okay, if not at 
any point. And I think we’re going to die while we’re 
completely surrounded about flying and couldn’t say 
anything. I’m like, well, these boys have been through 
this before. It’s just what you do. And because we 
were so great on this, we didn’t think that that was 
as crazy as what it was. And my friend, just juggling 
three radios and coordinating bombers and keeping 
his crewies truck as safe as possible, and watching 
him multitask and not ever getting out of control. That 
was just fucking incredible. Yeah. Yes, and then after 
that point, after the big day when we started getting 
more crews all over. That’s sort of when it all got really 
messy. 

[One of the things that did not work well was] … 
bringing in Adelaide fire. So what happened on 
the Thursday was a disaster. So they shut down the 
command center. And really got a lot of people 
offside, and then they took the command center to a 
different suburb and then we had a bunch of people 
from Adelaide who didn’t know the lay of the land 
then running the operation.  They started withdrawing 
assets. And so a lot of the island trucks got stood 
down or commandeered by Adelaide management. 
And so people wanted to be defending their friends, 
farms and their and their townships. We literally had 
to go rogue, we turned off our radios and had to talk 
by phone to protect the townships. And Adelaide fire 
was trying to bring all the crews back to defend the 
bombers at the airport and defend the township. And 
I can see their logic. There was five or six fingers of fire 
that were some five kilometers across, a couple were 
a couple hundred meters across. But they are all quite 
manageable, but the information that we’re getting 
back was disjointed – a spotter on the North coast 
saying there is fire here, a spotter on the south coast 
saying there is fire here  - they thought it was 100 
kilometers across that was coming for us. Whereas 
really, if I had crews out there that could have 
managed all of those fires and saved a lot of farms, a 
lot of houses. 

I spent the day on the truck, then I became extremely 
angry when that got withdrawn from Parndarna.  It 
turned out that that truck actually went and saved 
a few assets in our own region and district, which 
is really cool. But that information wasn’t filtering 
through because we weren’t communicating properly 
anymore or jumped in a vehicle and then went out to 
help my friends out. 

And I drove around checking on people, getting 
anything they needed. And then I sat next to a few 
people’s houses while they were fighting fires to make 

sure there’s no ember attacks on the houses and just 
kept in touch with everyone.

It was like the Wild West. People were taking it upon 
themselves for back burning. There was a lot of 
earthmoving machinery, just rocks and dirt roads out 
west. And there were fires everywhere. And people 
were sort of looking after themselves, the farm units 
were incredible. They’re all just talking to each other 
on their two way radios. And you could hear each 
other’s neighbors. And if anybody was really getting 
into the shit, they would race over and help them out 
and then come back and try and look after their own 
farm Those guys were working together without any 
official leadership. It was really cool. That just sort of 
happened organically. 

And one of the hardest things to deal with afterwards 
was … I’ve got a very broad friendship group, some 
friends and a lot of people who are conservationists, 
who work for Parks and for the conservation groups 
and things like that. I’ve also got friends in a heavily 
rural district whose guys have some sort of more 
old school views about those sorts of things. And it 
seemed like everybody needed someone to blame. 
And so we lost that sense of community. But the 
problem, people would only talk about fire and there 
was no relief from it. And then people would blame 
‘all those fucking greenies’ and stuff like that.

10.10 STORY 10



CITIZEN LEADERSHIP AND COMMUNITY RESILIENCE: 
AN EXPLORATION OF AUSTRALIAN BUSHFIRE AFFECTED COMMUNITIES 

10 APPENDIX  B – COLLECTED STORIES
10.10 STORY 10



10 APPENDIX B – COLLECTED STORIES

10.11
I t’s going to take a lot of people a long time to 

forget, but Parks have been very proactive with 
the prescribed burns, with their community 

engagement. One real positive thing that came out 
of that was the fire that happened at [unclear] this fire 
season. That had potential to be really bad, the wind 
conditions could have made that a disaster and could 
have easily taken out American River or that whole 
stretch of [unclear]. And what happened there was 
because everyone had so much practice the season 
before, we had so many volunteers and everybody 
was ready to go. So as soon as that call was made, 
National Parks Service and CFS just work together 
like a machine. It was amazing how we all got in 
there. We worked. We quickly put a boundary of fire 
trucks around the fire. Parks, who do a lot of training 
for this sort of thing, had a team of backburners and 
we actually jumped in with them and we lit up a 
boundary around that patch of scrub. A lot of rules 
that were adhered to 12 months beforehand were the 
reason we got into so much shit. The higher levels 
just said, don’t worry about the rules, we’re going to 
fix this and the brought a dozer in, they put a break 
in, they put burns into heritage scrub, which typically 
wouldn’t be allowed to do. But people just made 
the call. We wrapped up the fire and Parks and CFS 
worked together so well. And then there was a huge 
fire in this gully that was throwing out embers onto a 
park. And we would have had at one point probably 
30 farm fire units that were sitting in that paddock 
just catching all the embers. And it’s like there’s only 
so many CFS appliances and we can’t catch all those 
embers. And so having the farm units just grabbing 
those as they came out – it was incredible.

[Name] from our brigade reached out to me and 

asked me how I’m going. And then he mentioned 
that his grandfather runs a program called Trojans 
Trek, there’s two guys that were heavily involved in 
Operation Flinders. And they are both Vietnam vets 
and they both had a lot of trouble when they came 
home from Vietnam, mental health and substance 
abuse and all sorts of stuff. And what they’ve done 
is I started a foundation called Trojans Trek, which 
takes veterans out to the bush for a week, and I have a 
mental health professional there, but that person isn’t 
that involved. They’re just there in case something 
goes really bad, but it’s peer to peer counseling. And 
so we were out bush for seven days up in the Ranges. 
On the first day, they let us sort of chat and hang out 
and then sort of that evening, one of the leaders stood 
up and he said, right, you’re all here for a reason. 
You’ve got some stuff that you need to work through. 
I don’t give a fuck about your work or what gun you 
shoot or where you go on holidays, you’re all equal 
here.  And so we spent the next five days driving in 
the Ranges and cars of each other, and they they call 
it mobile counseling because guys are very good 
at talking face to face. But when you’re sitting in a 
V8 LandCruiser driving across the desert and you’re 
looking out the windscreen at the scenery because a 
lot of this feels like us to each other and an idea. And 
it got really heavy and we had some really good talks 
at that taken from different elements that dealt with 
in the past. And it was drug and alcohol free, and 
on the third day a guy stood up and said, this is the 
first time I’ve been sober in 5 years. After four nights 
and he didn’t say anything for the first two and a half 
days because he was so sick. So [name] who runs that 
program has been a massive inspiration for me. And 
about he’s really about putting your neck out to help 
people in the community, even if other people are 
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10.11more trying to crack and take you down a bit.

Everyone has been dealing with their own shit. Yeah, 
yeah. I’ve stuck my neck out a little bit like I was 
quite public about going on this Trojans Trek and 
that my mental health had suffered a bit because of 
the fires. And it wasn’t so much the fires. I saw some 
stuff that was pretty hard to see. But then coming 
out of the fires into a shitty situation, owing my boss 
a lot of money, being an apprentice, not seeing any 
reprieve. … So instead of healing from what I’d seen, 
I just wasn’t given that opportunity and just felt shit. 
So I put my neck out and let people know that I was 
struggling. And then I did have quite a few people 
message me, and a lot of them were unexpected. 
A few asked what I thought about [Trojans Trek]. 
No one took it on, but, knowing that guys had that 
opportunity, knew that there was options, made me 
feel good.
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10.12
W ell, the fires went on one particular day 

only. We had fires there for 45 days in a 
row. So when they first started I was at the 

Christmas pageant with my children and my husband 
went out with his firefighting unit and we didn’t really 
know what was happening at that stage because 
there was only a small fire that was on the 19th of 
December, 2019. And as we were at the Christmas 
pageant, we realized that suddenly for the first time 
ever, I’ve lived here over 12 years, there was no 
emergency vehicles in the pageant and it was really 
strange because they’re usually a highlight of the 
pageant for the kids, with all the lights going and the 
sirens going and they’re always brightly decorated. 
And so at that stage we were already wandering and 
we didn’t really know much about the fire at that time.

And then by the time the pageant was done, 
everyone got their Santa photos done. There’s usually 
face painting and stuff in front of the big lawn in the 
middle of town in front of the pub. And as we were 
there and my kids were lining up for face painting, 
we all three, my son, my daughter, and me looked 
up and behind the pub, there was a big black smoke 
cloud coming over and it was terrifying and the kids 
started screaming and they said, “Is dad in that?” 
And that’s pretty much when we packed up. So that 
was the style of fires, that was pretty scary and we 
couldn’t contact anyone because phone reception 
is always patchy on the Island when you’re not in the 
main town. And in a fire situation, it was people going 
everywhere, that it was really hard to contact anyone.

And so we just drove home and we were constantly 
trying to ring their dad, my husband trying to find out 
where he was and what was happening. And it looked 

pretty scary because it was so smokey that first one 
that started and the wind blew it all East. So it all blew 
over the main town away from where we lived, but 
into the town where everyone got really terrified. So 
that was the start of the fires. And then it burned for 
about three weeks after that, which was through the 
school holidays, over Christmas, over new years. And 
through that time, we literally never saw my husband. 
So he was out every day and every night and he used 
to come home around 2:00, 3:00 AM every night he 
would come home and sleep two or three hours, then 
he would shower and have something to eat and he 
often would leave before the kids even get up and he 
would head back out to a new place, another friend, 
another family member, another farmer that needed 
help and they would always radio each other and 
know what the situation was.

“those weeks were pretty scary and 
long and exhausting. And at that point 
I personally, I don’t think I grasped the 
situation.”

And so yeah, those weeks were pretty scary and 
long and exhausting. And at that point I personally, 
I don’t think I grasped the situation. I never really 
experienced a big fire in my life. In Germany we only 
call the fire engine if there’s a cat up the tree usually. 
We don’t really have fires like here, we might have a 
house fire. I’ve never seen one in my life. I’ve seen fire 
engines getting cold if there was in a bad car accident 
and people needed cutting out of it. And that was 
about it never really seen a fire. And over the years 
that I’ve lived here, my husband every summer goes 
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out fighting fires, but they’re always really, really far 
away. And I would just see this tiny bit of smoke in the 
distance. There wasn’t really anything ever close to 
us, but I’ve heard all the stories.

Every 10 to 15 years, there’s been a fire out here in 
the national park and they’ve always told me, but I’ve 
married into a family of firefighters. My father-in-law, 
he’s 75. He’s been in the CFS for nearly 60 years. He 
used to be a really high up in the ranks and he would 
always tell me, this is what they used to do. And this is 
how it all goes. And there was nothing to worry about 
because we got the boundaries clear. He would tell 
me all of that and then so my husband has been going 
out for 30 something years and so has my brother-
in-law, so they are all pretty happy with or in that far, 
they weren’t happy, but generally it’s something that 
happens every summer and something everyone 
does. And that’s what my husband told me in that 
summer as well. The 2019, 2020 black summer, that 
we call it.

It was same thing if I would say to him, “Can’t you be 
home for a day. We haven’t seen you in the holidays 
at all, kids miss you, we just want to have one day with 
you.” And he would say to me, “No, I have to go, I 
have to help. This is what we do here. And if there’s 
ever a fire at our place, we would want other people 
to come to us as well.” And I don’t think I understood 
that fully, the actual meaning of it at that stage I do 
now. 

And then on the, I think it was the 30th of December. 
That was a really bad night. Our bedroom faces the 
western end of the Island. We can see really far. And 
we woke up in the middle of the night, because it was 
thunder, a really loud storm going on. It was one of 
those hot summer thunderstorms and we knew that 
there was something coming. So we were probably 
not sleeping very well because of that. And there 
was already fires north of us. I’ve been watching for 
weeks. And yeah, and that night I had an app on my 
phone that it’s a lightning tracker app and that app 
kept going off and just telling us, because it only 
tells you when it’s in your area when there’s lightning 
hitting. And so it was going off and I was really 
worried because any lightning strike in the area, it was 
dry. We had a really dry spring, it was dangerous.

And so as that was going off, and that was about 2:00 
AM, I think we sat up and we could see it all, just 
going down and into the national park and it looked 
so scary and we couldn’t sleep. So my husband got 
up and he went and drove around the parameter, he 
would check because it kept telling us that we had a 

lightning strike on our place-

... which we didn’t but he kept checking because... 
And so anyways, so then he decided that he would 
drive out to the main road was only two kilometers 
and that’s pretty much the boundary to the national 
park. And he could see a glow in the distance, so he 
knew something had hidden there. And so he called 
it in straight away and said that there was a fire: we 
need to do something about this. And then he came 
back and then he pretty much loaded, filled up his 
water capacity as firefighting unit and left. And I sat 
here and waited and it was three really shitty days to 
be honest, just waiting what’s happening.

It was still kilometers and kilometers away. It was near 
the coast and there was never really an update on 
the CFS websites. And you barely see anyone and 
you hear nothing. And it was really frustrating, but I 
started packing. So I packed an emergency box early 
on because I did a women’s firefighting, no, it wasn’t 
a firefighting course. It was farmers wife’s CFS course.

I did that two years before and they always say, have 
a plan and pack a box. And so I packed my box pretty 
much after that Christmas pageant and then over the 
three weeks until the day of alpha I just kept adding 
things into the box pretty much. And then that day, 
when the lightning hit in the national park, I added a 
few more things into the box and I started to pack a 
sleepover bag for my kids because I thought, “Okay, 
we might have to go because the smoke might be 
really bad and I don’t want the kids to see it and it’s 
too scary.” It was mostly that I was never really never 
ever, not even until the moment we evacuated, I never 
ever thought that we would lose the house.

So I just packed bags just so we have something when 
we’re going and seeing nana and we could be there 
for a couple of days until all this passes and we come 
back home. So then for about three days, they’re 
fighting the fires, but unfortunately there wasn’t 
enough pressure put on by many official sources. And 
that was very disappointing. There wasn’t a quick 
enough reaction. The bombers weren’t sent in early 
enough, the bulldozers were sent in early, which is 
just my personal opinion and obviously my husband’s 
and the people around us and it was just to slow the 
movements and in the end we were getting quite 
scared. And so at the end of January it was forecasted 
to be a pretty ordinary yucky day, hot, windy, 
terrible. And I think we all had a bad gut feeling that 
something bad was going to happen.

I think most of us just expected the national park to 
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burn again like in 2007. And I personally had no idea 
because I wasn’t here in 2007. I’d never experienced 
this, but I had a bad feeling. I was walking up and 
down the hallway for days already. My kids have told 
me this after the fires had passed months, months 
later, they said that was probably the scariest thing 
that I was always pacing and they didn’t know what 
was going to happen. And I wasn’t aware that I was 
doing it and I probably didn’t explain enough to my 
kids what was going on. It was probably because I 
had so many questions too, that I didn’t really have 
many answers. And so we never really discussed it 
much. And on the 3rd of January, I woke up and my 
mom who lives in Germany, she actually wrote me 
a message in the morning. She’d been following all 
through while I was sleeping, when she was awake, 
she followed all the CFS updates on the website and 
on the Island online website. And she said, “Oh, it 
looks it’s going to be a horrible day. Make sure you 
guys are safe.

And I walked outside and I filmed what it looked like. 
It was a beautiful day. The birds were chirping. There 
was a cloud in the sky. I couldn’t see any smoke. And 
I sent her the video. And I said, “It’s all good. Don’t 
worry. Go to bed.”

We had evacuated, we hadn’t heard anything from 
my husband, brother-in-law and father-in-law for 
hours and we actually thought they were dead. So 
that was what my mum woke back up to.

So it’s pretty scary day. So I probably sent her that 
video around 7:00 AM and at about 12:30, I think my 
husband decided after driving around and checking 
and seeing what was happening, he just decided that 
I should go. So we loaded the dogs up and the kids 
and I evacuated and my father-in-law, brother-in-law 
and my husband stayed behind to defend the farm 
because they all grew up here. There are lots of good 
memories. And I think they’re all concerned that the 
house might be under threat, which was correct. 
Wecouldn’t see a thing. We couldn’t even see 
smoke. We couldn’t see any thing. And there were no 
updates anywhere. I felt totally disconnected.

I felt like I’d left my husband alone and behind. I felt 
like I should have done something else. But at that 
point I had been watering the lawn for three weeks 
straight, day and night and I thought that would be 
saving the house. Unfortunately that didn’t. So at 
6:30, the boys had to flee into the house after trying 
to secure and make sure the animals are okay. And 
push a few trees over. They had to run into the house 
to save their lives. The firestorm went over and then 

after that they walked out and they thought the house 
was okay. But unfortunately it caught a lot in the roof 
and it burned down after they walked out.

That was like 3rd of January.

Well, I suppose I was trying to just keep the holidays 
as normal as possible. So we would make little 
Christmas chocolates, we would make biscuits like 
I do in Germany, we do Christmas cookies and just 
doing our normal Christmas traditions, putting up a 
tree, decorating the tree. It was just weird that year, 
because I was doing it all by myself. And normally 
my husband would be there and do it all with us, so 
that summer we were doing it all alone. And that was 
strange and sad but I think the kids were okay. I didn’t 
really ask many questions. I think kids are just happy 
that traditions still keep going on. They’re happy that 
every morning there was something in the Christmas 
calendar and that we were still doing things.

We would be still going to the beach and sometimes 
seeing friends, but obviously they noticed, and they 
said that later that every morning I would walk out 
and walk around the yard and look at where the fire 
was and check out and then try and ring their dad 
and packing a little bit more and packing a little bit 
more. And so I think the kids were not understanding 
probably a lot like me too. They weren’t 
understanding what was going on but they weren’t 
really sure what to ask I suppose. Because I could see 
that I probably didn’t have the answers either. And 
they did say to me that they were just worried about 
dad all the time because they never saw him, so they 
could never talk about it with him and I didn’t really 
see him either.

So I couldn’t really tell them, I just said to them, “Oh, 
dad was here. I saw he had a plate in the sink and he’s 
eaten something, his towel is where it’s like, he’s been 
here and I see his dirty clothes in the washing basket. 
So he’s definitely been here and he’s out again.” So he 
says, “Okay.” And I said, “[Wes 00:17:01] was telling 
me, I know there’s lots of people out there fighting 
fires and they all helping each other. And when the 
kids would ask me sometimes, “Why can’t dad stay 
home a day?” What I pretty much asked him as well. 
I would then just say, “No, he’s just trying to help a 
friend.”  The only day in those 45 days that we saw 
him was Christmas day. He decided to stay with us 
Christmas day because he knew that it was important 
for the kids and me. We ended up going and seeing 
his sister stayed the day with them. I think kids really 
appreciated that bit of normality with dad.
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Well, I wasn’t here when the house burnt down. 
Obviously the boys were in here and after that I 
actually... On the 3rd of January after I evacuated, my 
husband escorted us out to the road and made sure 
there’s only two ways out of here. And he made sure 
that we were going the safest way. He was worried 
about going South. So he sent us a Northern way, 
even though that’s where the fire had come from, 
but that actually burned past it already. And as we 
were leaving we realized then, and I think we all three 
realized the kids and me that this could have been a 
goodbye to dad and it was really hard. In that moment 
when we stood there at the end of the road, he was 
asking a few questions and then then he said to me, 
he always normally criticizes my driving skills because 
I drive too fast. Normally calls me a German race car 
driver. But that day he just said to me, “Drive as fast as 
you can.”

And so I did. And then as we were leaving, I felt a lot 
of feelings, obviously felt guilt for leaving him behind, 
a fear of what’s going to happen to him and worry. 
And we were driving up the highway that goes on the 
Western end of the Island up towards the Northern 
Highway. And as we were going there, this side was 
national park and it was all on fire, there was all black 
smoke, all black. And then this side was the side that 
hadn’t burned yet. So it was blue sky and sunny. And 
my daughter said to me in the car, “mum, I don’t like 
what I’m looking at on my side.” And it’s so scary.

And so then my son said, “Oh, it’s good on my side, 
just keep looking at my window.” So they did that. 
They looked at that way while I was quietly crying in 
the front seat, not sure what to tell them when we 
get there. And as we were driving I was obviously 
continuously checking the revision mirror and I didn’t 
like what I was seeing because the black cloud was 
getting bigger and bigger and bigger. And then at 
some point we passed quite a few fire engines. My 
son actually counted them, but I cannot recall now 
how many, there was a lot. He counted them all as 
they were passing us and they were just, boom, 
boom, boom, going past now, all waving at us 
because, I learned later on that they were worried 
because we were the last family still out there that 
hadn’t evacuated.

And then they saw for us and most of the firefighters, 
they’re all friends, we all know each other on this 
Island. So as they saw us going past, they were 
relieved to see that we had left. And so they’re all 
frantically waving at us and happily smiling and my 
son was counting them and then he kept saying, “Oh, 
they’re all going to help daddy.” Unfortunately, what 

we didn’t know was that a fire truck never made it to 
our farm because they all got stuck in other places or 
they got burned over and they never made it to our 
road but we didn’t know that. So that made us feel 
better at the time. And then it was a waiting game. It 
was probably the one of the worst days ever because 
just sitting there and not knowing, the unknown is 
terrible.

Waiting, I’m not a patient person in general, but that 
day was just horrible. I was struggling to look after my 
children that day, that afternoon. Luckily my mother-
in-law needed the distraction anyway. So she was very 
happy to do colouring in, playing with them and then 
watched a movie with them while I was constantly 
pacing still. And I was checking my phone and I was 
checking all the apps that were out there. There’s so 
many apps that you can check, so I checked them all 
and then listen to, we had a messenger chat with all 
the other wives going on, everyone else that lives out 
that way. And I had phone calls from people looking 
for their husbands and it was terrifying. And then by 
the time it was about three o’clock or something. I 
think my mother-in-law got a call from my father-in-
law and I just said, “Is there anyone there? Is anyone 
helping you?” Because they were doing so many 
things trying to get it all done before the fire was 
hitting.

And he said, “No, there’s no one here.” And I 
remember the conversation I had with my husband 
saying, “Oh, I’ve got to go out fighting fires because 
when a fire comes to our place, people will come and 
help us too.” And I thought, “Where are you?”

And so in the end I sent out a text message to all the 
boys that I know were always out firefighting I sent a 
text message... can you hear the rain?

Yeah. I sent out a text message to all the boys that I 
knew were always out fighting fires and also the boys 
that were out that way. And I said “Yeah, Ben needs 
help. Can you go out there?” And I got all these text 
messages back from people saying, “Sorry, , I’m 
trying to defend my house. Sorry,  I can’t get into your 
road. Sorry, I had my firefighting unit broke down or 
trying to defend this and that one’s house.” Everyone 
was busy and then I got one text message back from 
a friend that wrote me, “Roger, I’m heading your way.”

So that was great news. He did head that way. He did 
go in and he asked the boys to leave, but our boys 
didn’t want to leave. They wanted to try and defend 
the house and save the animals. So those guys, the 
friend of ours and his brother they left again. But I 
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ended up just packing up in an already burned area. 
Just waiting for the fire to go over and seeing what 
happened because I couldn’t go any further because 
it was just a threat from every way. So they just kept 
themselves safe in a burned place and then at some 
point I wrote him a message before the network 
broke down and I said, “Is there any news?” Because 
I hadn’t heard anything from our boys for hours and 
he just wrote, “ Sorry” (the monster he called it), “The 
monster has gone over your farm. It doesn’t look 
good.” And that was it.

He wasn’t able to update me again because the 
phone network cut out after that and the power 
obviously had gone hours before. So that was the last 
news. It was about another three hours I think until we 
were sitting there and we had heard all these terrible 
news already filtering through from people. Everyone 
heard something from someone. And we had heard 
that the National Park Visitor Center had burned and 
that was... It was all rumors at that stage obviously. 
But those bad rumors are usually true. So we’d heard 
all about them and we were really concerned what 
was happening to all our boys that were out there. 
And to be honest, I remember that I was sitting in the 
backyard at my mother-in-law’s house and everyone 
was there. My mother-in-law, my sister-in-law, my very 
good friend from down the road. And we were all not 
knowing which was the wife of the husband that went 
into help my husband-  ... and we all sitting there not 
knowing. And we were all expecting to be widows.

And then the phone rang and it was my brother-in-
law’s phone and I thought, “Oh, someone’s still alive.” 
So I picked it up and it was my husband on the phone-

They had made it out to the Bay, which is about 35 
minute drive from our farm. So that made it out South 
coming towards us. But halfway and the phone 
reception picked up again at that point. And he 
rang me and he said, “We’re okay, we’ve lost a lot of 
vehicles, but we’re in one and we’re heading your 
way. So, that was a relief.

And then I just said, “How, did it go”? And my 
husband was absolutely broken. He told me that we 
had lost the farm and we had lost the house. And 
yeah, that was terrible news. But then, we were just 
relieved we still had them, so we hung up and then 
we waited and waited and waited until they made 
their way back, which was really slow because there 
was a lot of people in a convoy. There was a lot of 
trees down. They had to cut trees with chainsaws. It 
was already dark at that stage now. And it was actually 
dark because of all the smoke. So they were traveling 

at a very slow speed. And what normally would have 
taken 40 minutes to get back there took over two and 
a half hours. They’re also checking on other people 
along the way, making sure others were still alive and 
there was no more threat to some people that were 
still at home.

So in the end I think it would have been to be a... 
Oh no, I actually don’t know what time it was, but 
feeling I think it was about 10:00, 10:30. They finally 
arrived in the one car and that was pretty emotional. 
That was probably our biggest family reunion ever, 
very, very teary. And the boys were black and sweaty 
and exhausted and they looked absolutely broken 
because they’d given it their all, but they couldn’t 
save it. So they were devastated. And you could tell 
there... They didn’t cry, but they looked like they 
needed to. And so yeah,, we just all hugged it all out 
and we never wanted to let go. And then they told 
us what had happened, our kids were in bed by then 
because it was light. So we just all sat and then we 
fed them. We cooked up this big barbecue. We fed 
them all. And they were all having showers and we 
sat down and just talked because there was so much 
we needed to talk about and such a big need to talk 
about all of their experiences and ours.

And then we were still sitting there getting messages 
from our friends that were still stuck out, otherwise, 
stuck on jetties, stuck on boats, stuck in houses 
somewhere. And it was terrifying as it went on the 
entire night. Just people riding, don’t know where to 
go. And have you heard from this person? I haven’t 
had contact with that. I don’t know where my mom 
is, and it was just horrible. No one could sleep. We 
were all lying. We ended up all crashing everywhere 
because my mother-in-law and he has a small house. 
So we all sleeping in the garage on some lounges. 
We were sleeping on sweat and swags on the floor, 
in the lounge room, in the kitchen. We were just all 
everywhere. At that point you don’t care because 
you’re just happy to be alive.

And so we just exhausted too. So all just lying down. 
But my husband and me didn’t sleep, we were lying 
awake all night, getting messages from friends and 
worrying and watching the map. And to be honest 
at that stage still worrying, it was coming towards us 
because there was such a big fire at that point. And 
it was an imaginable how big this thing was getting 
and what it was going to do. And so at that point we 
were still... My car was still loaded, ready to go and 
take the kids somewhere else, wherever I had to go. 
I didn’t know where to go, but wherever I had to 
go. And then we woke up the next morning and the 
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kids got up and stormed into the lounge room and 
hugged dad and were happy he was there obviously 
and their pop and their uncle, and then we told the 
kids that we had lost the house and their reaction 
was typical children. Children are amazing and super 
resilient and their reaction was not a tear. They just 
said, “Dad, we’re just happy you’re alive.”

Yeah. That made you remember again, what was 
most important and pretty much that was it. The boys 
got up, got dressed, packed their car and went back 
out. I said, “What are you doing? Why are you going 
there?” We need to see what’s going on. I want to 
see if my animals are still alive. Just need to see what 
the verdict is. No one had any idea what had gone on 
after they left. They just got themselves out, obviously 
that were dreading to go out there, but they had to 
check, they had to see if everyone of their neighbors 
was still alive and how everything was looking out this 
way. And that was a pretty terrible day too, because 
the fires were still burning. And I knew they were 
going into already burned ground, but because there 
was no power and there was no phone reception and 
nothing, you couldn’t contact anyone.

So again, we were just sitting there and, to be honest, 
those first five days were just a total blur because at 
that point we had bad news. I had to understand and 
grasp that we were now a homeless family and it was 
strange. I had no idea what we were going to do, 
where we were going to go, what I was going to even 
start with. I was just ringing around family and getting 
lots of messages from all around the world. My 
family’s all overseas. So I had to do the terrible phone 
calls and tell them. And then it was just trying to come 
up with a plan while you’re feeling like an absolute 
zombie and you haven’t slept and you’re worried still. 
And so many of your friends are still under threat and 
it went on like that for forever still, for another month 
after that.
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10.13
T hat first month I always call that my zombie 

state, actually the first two months were 
my zombie state, I was just in a bad place 

emotionally. I was really just functioning for the kids. I 
was just trying to cover basic needs. So I was trying to 
find a place to live. I was trying to find clothes to wear, 
I was trying to find food to eat and I was trying to find 
help, trying to find people and organisations and 
some support of people that have maybe been there 
and know what to do. I was trying to look for help 
really. And at that point, I suppose the emergency 
response, there was some emergency response 
straight away, but then also I think on that scale, we’ve 
never had anything like this on the Island before. So a 
lot of people didn’t know what to do.

It was quite messy in the beginning. I can’t actually 
remember how long things were like this because 
it’s all a bit blurry in my memory. We decided pretty 
quickly. My mother-in-law said a couple of days later, 
“Hey, we’ve got that little space flipped down in a 
shed down.” 400 meters down the road they had a 
little far back block and that had a shade on it and it 
has a little granny flood in it. And she said, “Do you 
want to move in there?” And I said, “I don’t want to 
move into a shed.”  That was on day one and then on 
day two I said, “Well, let’s have a look at the shed.”  
On day three or four, we went down there and I liked 
it because at that point I was craving a space of my 
own because we were still living on the lounge room 
floor on the concrete and it was getting old and I 
needed to come up with some temporary solution for 
us.

And in the meantime we had had people contact us, 
people like the Mayor and friends that hadn’t been 

burned out and people in neighbouring suburbs 
coming and dropping off beds for our children, bags 
of clothes and home cooked meals. People were 
coming and bringing toys and books and, oh, I don’t 
know so much stuff.

So, I went down there and there was a sofa bed and 
nothing else. So we took the beds that our Mayor 
had delivered for our children, which were out of his 
holiday house or his shed, or I don’t know where they 
came from, so we were allowed to keep them. So 
I was very grateful for that. I put them in there. And 
then people just kept coming, dropping off bags and 
which we were very grateful for. But at that point too, 
it was very overwhelming as well, because I didn’t 
have a list studying, I didn’t know what. I hadn’t had 
the brain capacity yet to think about what we might 
need and to grasp the size of what we had lost.

“You’re between your old life and your 
new life trying to make a plan. And that 
plan is hard to make.”

So that was pretty hard. And it’s something that I 
probably have now thought about putting together 
for future fires and other families that might be 
affected or not as fire as with floods and whatever 
else why people lose their homes. To have a list ready 
when your brain isn’t working of what do I need to get 
was, so you can give that list to people and they can 
supply you with your basic needs because you just 
keep on taking or you just keep on getting it dropped 
off, but that stuff actually totally overwhelms you too, 
because sometimes people drop off the same stuff. 
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And then in the end you have all this excess of double 
the teddies and double the backpacks and double of 
your actual needs. And you haven’t got the space and 
you haven’t got the Headspace and the time to go 
through it.

So for me, that was really hard. You’re grateful and 
so thankful for people doing it, but then on the other 
hand, you actually just want people to stop dropping 
off stuff because we haven’t had time to make a list 
yet.

Just after a while, when we moved into that new place 
you look around and when normality kicks back in, 
you realize, “Okay, I don’t have any socks.” And then 
you start writing it on a list and then, “Okay. The kids 
don’t have any water bottles to have in the car or to 
take anywhere.” So then that goes on the list. And 
then after eating just foods that people have dropped 
off and then suddenly it might be the first day that 
no one’s dropping anything off anymore. You’re 
realizing we’ve got no food or you... we’re eating the 
cans, the Red Cross has dropped off. And again, I’m 
grateful, but this is not something you can sustain on 
for long. And things just basic toiletry needs as well. 
And so suddenly, you realize, “Okay, I don’t have any 
tampons.” I just-

Have things and just suddenly you just... You sit there 
in the evenings and I always had a killer headache 
and I realize I had no, absolutely no medication 
whatsoever down to having not even a Panadol. And 
so you start making a list of whats the basic stuff. I 
need some kids Panadol, I need some adult Panadol, 
I need some Neurophin, I need some band-aids. I 
need something like... my husband often came home 
with little burns, like you need a burn cream and stuff 
like that. Those basic things, you started to write them 
down, even just, it was still hot and dry and we were 
always working, then when we went out to the farm, 
we were working with gloves and you had dry hands 
that needed a moisturizer and just a lot of things like 
that. Sunscreen, hats. It all comes as you find your way 
back to life, I suppose, because for a while you’re just 
in that zone where you feel like you’re nowhere.

You’re between your old life and your new life trying 
to make a plan. And that plan is hard to make.

I suppose for me because there were so many people 
that had to be relocated and many of them, because 
we’re all Westernenders were my friends. And so 
there was quite a tight group of us that had been 
placed in temporary accommodation in the same 
area, which was just a coincidence, but we were all 

in the same area. And because our husbands were 
always out on the farms, cleaning up, having to shoot 
animals, which was something we never went out 
for because we had to keep the children’s sane and 
ourselves. We even started to catch up because it was 
really important. We realized how much we crave to 
talk about it still. And as we were meeting, it was often 
three or four of us mums.

And at that time we would sit at the table whilst all of 
their children would gather in the lounge room and 
sit around couches and they’ll talk about their losses. 
They’ll talk about, “Oh, I lost my favorite Harry Potter 
Lego. And I lost my Barbies.” And that was really 
important as well because compared to the adult 
losses, they often felt probably like they couldn’t 
share that because they only small losses, but they 
were big losses in their world. And it really important 
that they had that conversation with their friends 
and with people that understood. And it was just as 
important as my conversations with my friends who 
are also mums and understood what place I was in. 
So we would sit together and we would keep each 
other sane. We’d cry together. We’d have a really 
morbid sense of humor together. One of my friends 
and me we’ve been for years wanting to declutter and 
we had this book of this Japanese lady. I can actually 
remember that.

And for years and years, we were always going, okay. 
So next week we’re decluttering the laundry and 
we’re always doing this. And then on that second day 
or third day when we caught up, I said to her, “Well, 
we’ve really decluttered, haven’t we?” And just the 
whole room of us just started laughing. And it wasn’t 
funny, but it was the only sense of humor that we had 
at that point.

And so then we would start making lists together 
and the lists were not just lists where we would sit 
and write down coffee, hair ties, tampons, but they 
were also lists, “Okay. Go and see the Red Cross and 
apply for this and that.” Ring up SeaLink and you get 
in because we had certain things we were getting, so 
SeaLink was offering us fire effected people a credit 
on the accounts. So we could go over to Adelaide 
for free and get certain things done. Most of us lost 
our identification. So we had to go up and do all 
this, lots of us lost cars and we had to go and see our 
insurance or get new vehicles or, we’ve lost just the 
paperwork, you had to go and see your insurance or 
whatever. And so if someone had heard that SeaLink 
was offering free travels, so that person in the room... 
Okay, we all write that down. And then someone else 
said, “Hi, I’ve heard that in the town hall there’s been 
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donations delivered, we should go and have a look.

Our entire life was now recovery.The holiday or 
whatever you had planned, it was all crossed out 
and everyday it was okay. And we were available 
every day because that is all we were doing now. So 
we would be going, “When can we go to the town 
hall?” “Tomorrow morning, yeah? Are we going to 
catch a ride? Who’s going to have the kids.” So we 
would organise a friend of ours who hadn’t lost their 
house and would drop all of our children off to them 
because everyone always put their hands up to look 
after the children which is really what we needed. 
You can’t go to a place like that where you’re picking 
through secondhand bedding and clothing and 
whatever with children in tow, because it’s just too 
hard.

Us ladies would go in the same car, we would take 
whatever we had. At the beginning, we didn’t 
actually have anything. I don’t think we had bags. So 
we just went with nothing or plastic bags I think we 
had. And then we’d go the next day and we drive 
there. And I remember the very first time I went to the 
town hall, most of us and I was one of them. I didn’t 
have a list. So I thought I just go there and I just have a 
look what’s there and I’ll just see and it’ll jump at me 
what I need because I couldn’t think still at that point, 
this was a few days in, I still couldn’t think of what I 
actually needed. I didn’t even think about buying or 
not buying, getting bedding. People had dropped 
off clothes and some of them I didn’t even check for 
sizes. So then you don’t know what you need.

So the very first time we got to the Town Hall, there 
was only two of us. We arrived and we walked in and 
we looked at it and they were unloading truckloads of 
donations. And at some point in the hall, it was up to 
the ceiling. It was a huge hall. And they were trying to 
unpack. And the both of us looked at each other and 
we turned around and we hopped back in the car and 
we went back because it was too much. We just didn’t 
know where to even start what to do, we didn’t know 
what we needed. And we were so overwhelmed so 
we just hopped back in the car and left.

And so that afternoon, while someone was still 
having our children, we sat down, we cried. And then 
we started in our minds having to go through our 
wardrobes and through our cupboards. And what 
was an item that we really needed, write that on your 
list and we would help each other. What did you think 
of? What did I think? And then the next day, we’d go 
back to the town hall with that little list and a couple 
of bags. And then as you’re there, there’s some 

volunteers there, other people that we were friends, 
we would go in there and they all cry and hug us and 
we all cry and hug and it’s not their stuff that we’re 
getting, but they’re organizing it for us. And they’re 
saying, what do you need? And we’re like-

They said, how can we organise it? And I said, I don’t 
know. I can’t even organize myself. I wouldn’t know 
how to organize this hall. So in the end, those ladies 
were there. They were doing up to 12 hour shifts. 
Everyone’s life just paused literally for weeks and 
weeks. And they were just in there and they were just 
sorting by sizes, by gender, by what it is, it was a huge 
task. And I’m very grateful for the people that did this 
and very grateful for the people that donated because 
it became the one stop for fray shop for all of us. And 
there was such good stuff donated. It was amazing. 
There’s always some rubbish in there-

... and there’s always stuff that you wouldn’t take 
because it’s not your style or it’s just, yeah. But there 
was actually so much choice that you found some 
really brilliant pieces.

It was amazing the stuff that people had donated and 
over the weeks I became accustomed to it. I didn’t 
cry anymore when I walked in. But for a while, I used 
to. Every time I walk in I’d cry, every time someone 
else was there, it was all us affected people, roaming 
around trying to find something we see each other 
and suddenly you’d see someone you hadn’t seen 
yet since the fires. So it would be emotional. We’d all 
run at each other and hug and tell each other stories 
of what we’d lost and how terrible it’s been. And we 
would sit there for two hours just crying. It was the 
meeting point as well. And it was really important. 
And then there was people there, the ladies from the 
lions and the bowling club and whoever. All these 
ladies that were lucky they hadn’t lost their homes 
and they were there giving all their time to us and 
they’ll sit in there hugging you, just listening. It was 
really good.

It was amazing. It was community at its best. And in 
the end, that was really helpful and it was something 
that we really needed. And over time you got better at 
it. My list just grew and grew and grew. And suddenly 
as you had walked past things, then when you got 
back to your accommodation, you’d be like, “Oh, 
I saw some sleeping bags there earlier. They’d be 
handy to have.” Because then we can actually go out 
and camp with dad because he’s been out at the farm 
for weeks alone. I realized If we could be with him one 
night, but we had nothing to be in. So we could take 
some sleeping bags and sleep in that.
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So I’ll write that on my list and just lots of things like 
that. And really, I have to say the donations that come 
in, they had thought of everything, everything that I 
hadn’t thought of dog beds and dog food. We had 
three dogs that we evacuated that were... I’m forever 
grateful that I did evacuate them because they were 
my lifeline later because when the kids went back to 
school when I was all alone, my husband was at the 
farm, that was what kept me going, was walking the 
dogs on the beach, just having that purpose.

Having those dogs and knowing that there are people 
there that care about dogs and they know that you 
need this stuff, there was people that donated dog 
bowls and dog leads and colors and dog food, so 
much dog food, which is amazing because it costs so 
much money having to buy all this. And it’s something 
that you don’t have in the beginning. None of us 
would know how much insurance money we would 
get. None of us knew how much support money we 
would get, or if we’d get any. It was all a big unknown, 
no one’s ever experienced this before, over here. So 
you had no idea. So you were so terrified every day 
of buying something, because where was this money 
going to come from and the savings you had in your 
bank account? They were going fast because things 
needed to be fixed at home.

We pretty much were wiped out fully, we had no 
vehicles anymore, we didn’t even have a tractor 
anymore. And how do you do these big cleanup jobs 
without that. And you only have your savings in the 
bank, that’s it? You got to do, but nothing happens if 
you can’t buy a tractor or something. So, and when 
that tractor gets paid, there’s not much left and that’s 
a bit of a worry. And then it’s really just having to 
know the right people, I suppose. In the beginning 
there was a lot of people who told me over time that 
information wasn’t spread very well. And I have to 
say, but I’m probably quite organized. I know a lot 
of people and I was very vulnerable and open on 
Facebook as well, so people would always know 
what situation we’re in. And I would say, what I didn’t 
know and ask for help whereas other people would 
just quietly sit in their own pain, I suppose, and didn’t 
know where to go and who to talk to.
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S o, but that way I always knew, hey, this is where 

you can go and apply for support. Someone 
would ring me and say there’s this grant 

available, can you apply for this? Come in and I’ll 
help you with your insurance or... There was all these 
people that contacted me, but I think it was because 
I was very open about our situation and I was sharing 
my feelings a lot and how much it weighed on me, the 
responsibility of trying to organize all this money.

Well, there was quite a few that were helpful. I’ll 
have to say that [Plaza 00:53:37] was quite helpful 
especially in the early days. Do you know Plaza?

Plaza were the first ones who put their hand up to 
come out and assist in shooting animals because as 
we had lost everything, we had also lost all of their 
guns. And so you couldn’t even relieve your animals 
of the pain and what were you meant to be doing? So 
Plaza actually went in now and they did the terrible 
job of coming out and walking around with you, 
shooting your animals. And it’s such a relief knowing 
that someone else can do that for you because as a 
farmer, you’re attached to your animals. It’s not only 
your main income in your lifeline, you’re attached to 
your animals. A lot of people think that farmers don’t 
care about their critters, but we do. And that was a 
dreadful task to do. And I’m grateful that Plaza did that 
and my husband didn’t have to do it, even though you 
had to watch it, but he didn’t have to actually pull the 
trigger all the time.

And so that was helpful. Plaza were also the first ones 
who offered us a big grant in support money. And 
it was one that was very fast. So they actually had 
people come over, they brought people over and this 

was really fast. I actually think this happened before 
the kids went back to school, but like I said my-

They were the first ones who brought people over 
from the mainland who had been burnt out in 
previous fires, like the Sampson Flat and Pinery fires 
and whatever else there was. And it was really good 
having these people here because having people 
who have gone through it come and tell you what was 
helpful to them in the early days and how they went 
through it, that was everything. And because if you 
have an offer, someone from an office tell you, this is 
what we can do. I don’t know. And it just-

I am emotional. It’s just so I’m emotional and you think 
they just don’t understand what you’re feeling. And 
whereas these guys came over and they’re farmers 
themselves, or their mums or whatever, and they 
come over and they’ll you what it was like for them. 
They share their experience which is great because 
you feel understood and then they’ll tell you what 
helped them. And then they share with you or they’ll 
help you in applying for grants, which is just so, 
there’s no price on that.

It’s just so invaluable. Because they’ve done it, they’ve 
been there and they know exactly how to fill these 
things out, these pieces of paper out to get you to 
what you need. And at that time I’m very good at 
paperwork, but at that time, my brain was not always 
fully functioning. And so having someone with that 
experience was amazing. And literally a lady came 
out, saw us, rode it all in with us calculated the 
amount of money we were under-insured for, which 
was a shocker to here and calculate our losses. And 
in the end do the application for us and actually even 
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put the application in for us. It was amazing.

... amazing. And I can’t even remember the lady’s 
name, unfortunately, but she was amazing. And in the 
end two days later we got approved for the $75,000 
Plaza Grant, and it was heaven. We could buy a tractor 
and a front loader, a secondhand or whatever forth 
hand or whatever it was, but we had two vehicles and 
we knew we could tackle some of the bigger tasks 
with it. And that was such a relief because we didn’t 
have that money. We had to have spend that money 
on many other things.

So that was really good. So Plaza, was probably the 
ones that I always remember were really helpful. In 
the early days I was quite impressed how quickly, I 
can’t make you remember, I think this was through 
Centrelink, it was literally day two, I think. It was 
the day after I went, there was a office set up at the 
[Futaclub 00:58:05] and I just walked in and the Red 
Cross was there, I think, and the Salvation Army. 
And they had boxes of food and boxes of toiletries. 
And they had someone there to talk to, if you felt like 
you emotionally needed to, a well-being person. 
And another great thing they had there, while you 
waiting to talk to someone, because there was so 
many people, we had 80 families lost their homes 
and so many others who lost sheds and animals and 
whatever. So there was huge amounts of people in 
there. So while you were waiting to go from the one 
person that gave you food and pay upon the photo of 
the person that register you for your losses, there was 
someone that had giving massages and that was so 
good.

Oh yeah. I had one. This was a local person. It was the 
local lady. It was actually a couple of local ladies. And 
I don’t know who invited them and if they just came 
by themselves, but that was amazing. And it was great 
because they were locals. You would just talk to them, 
you know them, you’d share with them, whatever. You 
have no hesitations in being open and honest of your 
situation. And it was like talking to a therapist really? 
Why are you getting a massage? It was amazing. And 
and then you sit down and you had to give some 
answers and then you were given a card. I can’t 
remember how much money was on it. It’s like $800 
or $1,500 or something. Can’t remember. It was the 
first emergency response card that you were given. 
And that meant that even if you had no money at all in 
your bank account, you could go and you could buy 
food and you could look after your family for a little 
while. And that was good. And that was super easy 
as well. And they were probably the first ones that I 
remember. Yeah. But do you mean people like actual 

names?

Well, I suppose from all the conversations I had most 
people that were stepping up either... We have a 
local person in the Red Cross seat here on the Island. 
It wasn’t a person that came over from the mainland. 
It was actually in a community person chosen to 
become the Red Cross representative. It was the same 
with Plaza. It’s a local person and all the people that 
were sent over were previously fire affected. And I 
feel like all of those people have taken all of those jobs 
on because they wanted to make it easier and make 
it better than when it happened to themselves. And I 
suppose that’s what happens if you’ve gone through 
a terrible situation. And you have gone through some 
hardship and some situations that were just difficult. 
You want to make sure that that difficulty doesn’t 
happen to someone else.

“And if something went really smoothly, 
then you want to make sure that 
happens to other people as well. You 
want to help because you receive so 
much help. “

And if something went really smoothly, then you want 
to make sure that happens to other people as well. 
You want to help because you receive so much help. 
I always say my receive and give balance was totally 
off. My scales are off balance. And I like to unfill the 
need of giving back because after getting so much 
and receiving so much, it felt like it was my time 
now to give back. And I suppose it was the same for 
them. They had been through a fire situation. They 
had probably had support and now they felt like they 
wanted to do that too. And most of the conversations 
I had with them sounded like that was what triggered 
it. They wanted to step up and do some good back 
because they had experienced it too, but in other 
situations, maybe there were things that didn’t go 
so well in their fire situation, in their fire recovery 
that they said, “We can do this better.” How can we 
restructure recovery?

I suppose I never really saw myself as a leader. That 
name popped up at some point, someone called me 
a community leader and I didn’t really know what 
they even meant. Because all I did at some point 
was I had felt this huge need of wanting to talk to 
people. And I wanted those conversations to be 
public because I thought they helped me so much. 
And I can only imagine how much pain other people 
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in my community are feeling and those conversations 
might help them just as much as me, that’s what 
I was hoping. And the idea behind it was when I 
wrote the first story up was if I can help one person to 
distract them from their shitty day, which just pretty 
much what it was doing to me, it was giving me a 
distraction out of my shitty new routine, then I was 
happy because it made me happy doing those stories, 
talking to people about something completely 
unrelated, talking about their lives and sharing their 
highs and lows and learning from how they had 
gotten through hardship

That really helped me understanding maybe what 
way or choosing what way I could go, how I could 
handle my situation. And I was thinking maybe that 
could help others as well. And again, if it could help 
one person, I was pretty pleased with myself because 
it already helped me. And I believe it became part of 
my mental recovery journey because I started to really 
need those conversations. I realized how much of a 
need to talk I had. And it wasn’t really me talking. It 
was me listening, but just having someone else tell me 
their stories. And it was just everything after the fires. 
It had become a little bit of a lifeline. It was become 
a reason for me to get out of bed to be honest, apart 
from my children

I suppose it came from a place of unhappiness. I was 
just so unhappy for a long time and I was trying to 
find purpose again. I was very lost. After months after 
the fires, when the kids went back to school and my 
husband was at the farm and all the jobs at the farm 
were big scale, operational jobs, on loaders and 
tractors and bulldozers. And it was nothing I could 
help with. And I felt useless to be honest for a while 
and I felt really lost because I felt I lost my identity 
because I lost my home. I lost my places of comfort. 
I lost my neighborhood. I lost my neighbors, my 
community, I lost my sport club. I lost my job. When 
you feel sad or unwell, you always have this... and 
then I’m sure everyone has that. I have this place 
where I used to sit in a certain spot on my couch and 
I’d have my specials is my cup, and I’d have my cup of 
tea that I like and I would sit there and I would use my 
blanket and it would give me comfort.

It makes you feel good, but I’d lost all of that. I lost 
the blanket, the couch, the cup of tea and the house 
around it. And so at that point I was dreaming to have 
some place of comfort again, and I couldn’t find it. So 
I felt totally lost, absolute identity loss for awhile. And 
I was trying to work out what would give me purpose 
again? What could I do? And something that I’ve 
always really enjoyed was writing and telling stories 

and chatting to people. I love talking to people as you 
can tell.

And I just enjoy conversations. And I suppose 
conversations is something that keeps me going. 
And I’m very interested in other people as well, have 
a genuine interest in other people’s lives. I’ve always 
read autobiographies and I just love life. I love the way 
life takes you and what life does and what learnings 
you get out of it. But at that point I was at , I couldn’t 
see my learnings. So I was stuck in the hard place. 
I have a blog, so I started to write a blog. And as I 
was sharing my own personal thoughts, I realized 
the feedback I was getting from everyone was crazy. 
People were craving to hear how we were going, fire 
affected people, even just generally, really as such 
everyone on the Island was fire effected.

Even if you didn’t lose your house, we were all fire 
affected because we all felt this fear and panic and 
anxiety for weeks and months and still in the year 
later we were feeling it. And so I realized when I was 
publishing my blogs about how sad I was and what I 
was doing. And it was really just literally just writing 
about what I was doing on a daily basis. People were 
really wanting that, they were giving such massive 
feedback. And so then after a while though, I got 
sick about writing about myself and writing about 
bushfires and self-pitying myself a bit. So I decided, 
why don’t I just write something that’s a bit more 
uplifting and I personally couldn’t come up with that 
because I was sitting in a bad mental, emotional state 
so I thought maybe someone else can give me that.

And so I would, I actually called up a friend who I 
know very well, but I finally don’t know much about 
it. And I knew she’s a talker and I knew that she’s done 
some amazing things in her life. And I thought, I’d just 
have a chat with her. And then when she came and 
she told me a first story, I said, “Can I record this? Or 
do you mind if I record you?” And she was like, “Oh, 
why?” And I said, “I don’t know, do you mind if I share 
this with other people?” And I said, “I don’t have to 
name you.” And she was like, “Oh, I’m happy if you’re 
naming us, actually, let me take a photo of you too.”

And so then I write it up after she was there. And I 
thought, wow, this is an amazing story. It has nothing 
to do with fire it’s just so positive and interesting and 
it was like a mini biography and I thought this made 
me really happy to read it. And I really enjoyed the 
whole process of talking, writing it up, deciding on 
the story and then publishing it. And so I decided to... 
or what are we all? I was first going to call it People of 
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the Island, but thought that was being boring. And 
as I was Googling things I stumbled over Humans of 
New York.

Yeah. And I didn’t know it until then. And I stumbled 
over it and I thought, “Oh, that’s a good name.” And 
so I just stole it pretty much. I just called it Humans 
of Kangaroo Island and I quickly went and I’m quite 
good at the computer. I quickly whacked up a little 
logo and I just damn started this Facebook page. 
And I just put the logo in there. And then I published 
the first story in there. And then the Facebook is just 
amazing and I thought [crosstalk 01:10:50] are craving 
this.

No. I suppose it’s always really, really important 
to about it again. And I believe it will be forever 
emotional because it’s like when you talk about 
the death of a loved one, you always get teary. My 
grandfather died when I was 13. I still cry when 
[crosstalk 01:11:43]. And I think with the fires, it’s the 
same, whenever I talk about that and the panic and 
the fear and anxiety you feel, it just brings all those 
emotions back. So you can’t help but cry especially 
when you’re female, but I also believe it’s really 
important to talk about it. And every time I tell it again, 
it gets a little bit easier and every time I tell it again, I 
recover from it quicker.

So I’m always grateful talking about it. And you can 
say I’m happy now, because things have changed. 
Things have happened since. And also I think we 
all feel a bit of a pride of where we have gotten to. I 
don’t have a new house yet and there’s a lot of things 
that I wish we had that we haven’t got yet. But when 
I look at what we have achieved in the year, I’m still 
incredibly proud of what we have done with the funds 
that we had and maybe the mental state we were in, 
to be honest

I was thinking about it when I read the questions 
when I did it with my person the other week. And it 
said something about who was in your way as well, or 
what didn’t happen or what do you enhance that now 
wish would have happened? And for me, there’s one 
thing I’ve been thinking about for a while. And one 
thing I wish that we would have had that and we never 
had was, my husband and me, we bought this house 
that we lost and his family bought that house too, or 
actually was passed on through generations. And my 
parents always just bought or rented. So none of us 
had any experience of ever building a house and we 
didn’t know where to start. And that was something 
that no one helped us with. And in hindsight now I 
think the reason why we haven’t even started, we 

haven’t even got our slab down. It’s so slow and 
frustrating. And I think it has a lot to do with us being 
totally overwhelmed with the size of the task of how 
do you go about this?

There was no one there who could sit you down 
and tell you, “Okay. So when you build a house, 
these are the steps and these are the options.” And 
I knew options. You can build a brick house and 
you can build a... but that’s not it, it wasn’t about 
what type of house I wanted to build and I wanted 
options and then knew that I can Pinterest that but 
it was more about knowing, why could you go in 
building a house? Like for us, you mean this or what 
you could contact a [Kit 01:14:36] Company. I know 
now, and they will do it for you. You can go and buy 
a transportable house of a catalog. You could go and 
find an architect who draws up what you want. And 
then you give those plans to a builder that you find, 
and they do the rest and they find all the staff and bits 
and pieces, and they do your council application with 
you. And then there’s some other ways of doing it like 
we did.

And we now have regrets about the way that we 
chose it, because we had no idea what we were 
doing. We went through a company on the mainland 
who told us they were going to do it all for us, the 
council bits and they will supply them the main 
structure, but the build was going to be done by a 
local builder over here putting the structure up and 
build the inside. And we did that because it seemed 
like a affordable option. But to be honest in hindsight 
now, I wish I would’ve known the other options 
because I did not know them. And I regret going that 
way, because that is why it’s taken so long because it 
wasn’t in my hands.

And I feel like no one else cares as much about my 
house as I do. And that is why it’s moving so slow. And 
I just wish that someone, I don’t know if housing is 
or whoever... I don’t know who does this. Someone 
could come over here or come into a recovery region 
and sit you down and do a workshop for a day and or 
half a day or two hours webinar or whatever. And just 
tell you, these are the options you could go and these 
are the houses you can go. This is the price tag on 
these options. But then in this option, you can do this 
and this and that. And there’s this option. You can do 
this and this and that.

Just having an idea and we were so lost, our house 
burned on the 3rd of January. It took us until the end 
of July, before we signed with anyone. And those six 
months, we were just in limbo land in our heads, not 
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having any clue of where we want to be and many of 
their friends that haven’t lost their homes always said 
to us, just build your dream house. And it was like, I 
can’t afford to build a dream house. And to be honest, 
I didn’t even know what a dream house is. I was 
happy with my house. I don’t really have ever thought 
about my dream house. I wouldn’t even know where 
to start. It sounds so easy.

And that is something that really, I wish someone 
would have held their hand a little bit, even if it was 
just for a little while along the process. And then when 
we have all the information we’re totally capable. We 
were building a whole farm, we’ve rebuilt sheds and 
everything, and they all standing, but the house was 
the one thing because it was so important to us, we 
don’t want to it wrong, but if you don’t have all the 
information, how are you going to get it right?

And you know that in a normal life where you’re not 
fire affected or whatever, building a house is always 
complicated.

But whilst you’re going through an emotional trauma-

... and you mentally recover and you’re having the 
stresses-

... and then having to make those decisions, you 
cannot be expected to do that.

And I feel like there’s been a lot of people in our 
community, they have had losses, but some of them 
had only lost their house. And some of them had not 
lost the house, but lost the farm. It’s always, I wouldn’t 
say it’s easy, but it’s a little bit less stressful when you 
only have one part to worry about. But when you have 
to worry about so many different paths and you’re not 
confident.

... who to go to. And that’s something I felt like we 
weren’t supported in very well.
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“I started off in the CFS base, I was pinning the nails 
on the map as each lightning strike hit and each fire 
was registered. We finished at about 17 individual 
fires when we got told there was planes inbound. So, I 
shot out to the airstrip which is on our place on Turkey 
Lane to help load the planes.

My youngest son rang up and said ‘Dad, I can smell 
smoke.’

And I said ‘there is fire everywhere, you’re gonna 
smell smoke.’

He was 15 at the time. ‘Ok no worries, Dad.’

He rang back a couple minutes later and said, ‘Dad, I 
can see smoke.’

And I said ‘Shit, where is it?’ and he said ‘its halfway 
between here and the farm in the scrub.’

Then I just said to him ‘Mate, you’re the man. Every 
fire truck has gone, everyone is chasing these fires. 
You will not get any help, you’re on your own, go and 
put the fire out.’

So, he took his pride and joy ute he only had for 6 
months, second-hand old rodeo.

He gets down the scrub and rings me up and says 
‘Dad, it’s well in the scrub.’

I said ‘you’re not gonna get any help, just put the fire 
out.’

So, he pushed his ute in the scrub and staked the front 
tyre but made it to the fire itself and put a tank of water 

on. ‘Dad, I got water on it.’

And I am trying to load planes at the same time, bit 
busy.

‘Dad, I staked the front tyre, what do I do now?’

He told me the fire was still burning and I said ‘Go get 
another load.’

He then said ‘The tyre is buggered; I can’t get 
underneath to change it.’

And I said ‘Mate, they still make tyres, just drive it.’

So, he drove back, got to the dam; They put two 
or three loads on it. Finally got the whole thing 
out, stopped all the yakkas burning on the ground, 
chased it up the Strinky Bark that’s been split in half 
by lightning and then he got it all out bar way up the 
bloody top. He couldn’t reach that because he didn’t 
have enough pressure.

So, he looked around, went to the backseat of the ute 
and pulled out his 1kg dry fire extinguisher, gone and 
climbed the tree, puts it out, climbs back down and 
rings me.

‘Yeah, Dad, how you gettin’ on with your little fire?’

Cheeky little bastard.

Look, a lot of horrible stuff happened but some pretty 
cool shit happened too.”

11Humans of [retracted] 
Island
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