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IN THE MATTER OF THE HAZELWOOD MINE FIRE INQUIRY

STATEMENT OF JOHN LESLIE MITCHELL
I, JOHN LESLIE MITCHELL, Acting Chief Executive Officer of the Latrobe City Council, state as follows: 

WITNESS BACKGROUND

Qualifications and experience

1 I have resided in Traralgon since 1983.

2 From 1983 until approximately December 1994, I was the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of the City of Traralgon.

3 From December 1994 to February 1995, I was the Acting CEO of the Baw Baw Shire.

4 From February 1995 to September 1997, I was the CEO of the Shire of Latrobe (which was proclaimed Latrobe City Council in 2000), which is an amalgamation of the cities of Traralgon, Moe, Morwell and the shire of Traralgon and parts of the shires of Rosedale and Narracan.

5 From about September 1997 to 2008, I was the CEO and Managing Director of Gippsland Water, which is the water and wastewater service utility for the Central Gippsland region.
6 From 2008 to 2014, I operated my own consulting practice, of which I was the principal, trading under the name “John Mitchell Consulting”.  In this role, I provided business consulting services to the private sector and some public sector organisations in areas such as business development and property development.  
7 From 24 December 2013, I have been the Acting CEO of the Latrobe City Council (the Council).  I accepted this position after the previous CEO resigned and I was asked by the Council to consider appointment to this position. 

My role with the Council

8 My role with the Council is that of CEO and I am responsible for: 

8.1 establishing and maintaining an appropriate organisational structure for the Council; 

8.2 ensuring the decisions of the Council are implemented without delay; 

8.3 ensuring that the day-to-day management of the Council’s operations are in accordance with the Council Plan; 

8.4 developing, adopting and disseminating a Code of Conduct for the Council’s staff; 

8.5 providing timely advice to the Council; and

8.6 carrying out and overseeing the Council’s responsibilities to its workers and employees. 

OUTLINE

Introduction

9 I have been asked to make this statement by counsel assisting the Hazelwood Mine Fire Inquiry Board (the Board).  I make this statement in my capacity as the Acting CEO of the Council.
10 In particular, I have been asked to address certain specific matters, which arise from the Council’s submission to the Board dated 13 May 2014 (the Council’s submissions).  
11 These matters were outlined in items 1 to 20 in a letter from counsel assisting the Board to the Council dated 16 May 2014.  A copy of this letter is annexed and marked “JM-1”.

12 In providing this statement, I have attempted to respond to each of the items identified in the 16 May 2014 letter to the best of my knowledge and belief by reference to the item numbers used in the letter.
Item 1

13 I adopt the Council’s submissions on behalf of the Council in my capacity as the Acting CEO of the Council.  
14 A copy of the Council’s submissions is annexed and marked “JM-2”.
Items 2 and 3

15 The Council made a number of decisions about the operation of pre-schools, early learning centres and maternal and child health centres located within the Council area as a result of the fire.  

16 In total, there are 24 pre-schools, 3 early learning centres and 9 maternal and child health centres across the Council municipality. 
17 During the evening of 9 February 2014, a decision was made by the Council to close all pre-schools and maternal and child health centres in the Council area for the following day (being 10 February 2014).  It was decided that the Carinya Early Learning Centre (located in Morwell) would also be closed because it comprises both a pre-school and an early learning centre. 
18 This decision was primarily made because of the difficulties of pre-school and maternal and child health centre staff being able to get to work due to road closures from the fire.  
19 On 10 February 2014, all pre-schools and maternal and child health centres were closed.  All early learning centres remained open, with the exception of the Carinya Early Learning Centre.  The early learning centres continued to operate as staffing levels allowed them to do so safely and it was determined that they were important to leave open for the community.
20 On 11 February 2014, all services – except for Maryvale Crescent Pre-School in Morwell (which I discuss in further detail below) – were reopened and resumed regular operations. 

21 On the resumption of operations, these schools and centres were instructed to run indoor (as opposed to outdoor) programs and to monitor the fire-related conditions, and to notify the Council of any matters of concern.  These instructions were provided by way of verbal instructions from the Council’s leadership team to frontline (or senior) staff at each of these facilities. 

22 On 26 February 2014, the Council’s Manager of Child and Family Services, Jodie Pitkin, decided to again close all pre-schools in Morwell (of which there are three, not including the Maryvale Crescent Pre-School), and the Carinya Early Learning Centre, until at least 28 February 2014.  The maternal and child health services altered their service delivery and increased home visits.  They also cancelled all non-essential services.  

23 At this time, Council staff began putting arrangements in place to provide alternative sites for the affected children to be able to attend pre-school. 

24 This decision was made because, despite the Council’s instruction that all activities be conducted indoors, it was unclear what affects, if any, might be felt by the children in having to attend.  It became clear that the children were becoming frustrated at remaining indoors and that some were becoming affected by the smoke that was filtering through doors and vents. 

25 As a result, on 26 February 2014 from about 5.00pm onwards, a dedicated team from the Council commenced the task of telephoning families, staff and relevant parties to advise of the closures the Morwell pre-schools and the Carinya Early Learning Centre until 28 February 2014.  A Council officer spoke to each family directly.  Staff was also advised not to attend. 

26 On 27 February 2014, as a precautionary measure, a Council staff member attended the Carinya Early Learning Centre from 7.30am to communicate the closure to any families that might arrive who had not received the Council’s phone call the evening before.  I was informed by Stacey Jennings, the Acting Coordinator Early Learning and Care (West and Central), that no families did in fact arrive that morning. 

27 On 27 and 28 February 2014, two members of Council staff were tasked with contacting all Carinya Early Learning Centre families to offer their children child care places at the Traralgon Early Learning Centre.  This was offered as an interim arrangement for families that may not have had alternative arrangements for their children on those days in circumstances where the Carinya Early Learning Centre was to be relocated to the Traralgon Early Learning Centre from 3 March 2014. 

28 As I have commented earlier in this statement, the Maryvale Crescent Pre-School had to be treated differently because of its close proximity to the fire.  In short, it needed to remain closed for a longer period of time beyond the initial closure period of 10 February 2014. 
29 On 15 February 2014, the Council sent a letter to Maryvale Crescent Pre-School families advising them that the school would be temporarily relocated from 24 February 2014 to Moe P.L.A.C.E (in Moe) as a result of the fire.  A sample copy of this letter is annexed and marked “JM-3”. 

30 On 24 February 2014, the Council temporarily relocated the Maryvale Crescent Pre-School (in Morwell) to the Moe P.L.A.C.E.  From 24 February 2014, children who attended the Maryvale Crescent Pre-School were asked to meet at Kernot Hall (in Morwell) where the Council then transported the students by bus to Moe P.L.A.C.E.  This was communicated to families verbally and they were also provided with an information pack, which was hand-delivered to them.
31 Council employees from the Child & Family Services Management Team were also located at both pick-up and drop-off points to assist in the transportation effort. 

32 On 25 February 2014, the Council sent a letter to Maryvale Crescent Pre-School families providing them with an update in relation to the first day of the relocation.  A copy of this letter is annexed and marked “JM-4”. 

33 On 27 and 28 February 2014, a team from the Council’s Child and Family Services staff developed a specific relocation plan for those children and families relocated from Maryvale Crescent Pre-School.  I understand from Jodie Pitkin that all families were notified via telephone (and received an information kit). 

34 As a part of the relocation plan, an information kit was provided to families which included:

34.1 direct contact details of the relevant person co-ordinating the transport to Moe P.L.A.C.E; and

34.2 key information, including maps, detailing where to meet, when and the transportation process.

A copy of a sample information kit is annexed and marked “JM-5”.

35 On 3 March 2014, the following further steps were taken by the Council: 

35.1 Elizabeth Wilmot Pre-School (in Morwell) was relocated to Glendonald Park Pre-School, which is located in the town of Churchill;

35.2 Parklands Pre-School and Carinya Pre-School (both in Morwell) were relocated to the Moe P.L.A.C.E stadium.  This was primarily implemented by the Council’s depot/building maintenance staff with 2 additional pre-school spaces being created in the gymnasium at the Moe P.L.A.C.E stadium within 48 hours; and

35.3 Carinya Early Learning Centre was relocated to the Traralgon Early Learning Centre because there was no physical space remaining at Moe P.L.A.C.E.

36 In or around the week beginning 17 March 2014, the Council sent letters to affected families advising them that all pre-school, early learning centres and maternal and child health centres in Morwell would resume normal operations on 24 March 2014.  A sample copy of this letter is annexed and marked “JM-6”. 
37 This decision was made in an effort to return the children to “normal” services and settle them before the end of the term.  This was consistent with the advice from Victoria’s Chief Health Officer advising that it was safe to return to Morwell. 

38 From 20 March 2014 to 23 March 2014, the Council arranged for all Morwell pre-schools and the Carinya Early Learning Centre to be internally and externally cleaned in preparation for the resumption of operations on 24 March 2014.

39 On 24 March 2014, all pre-school, early learning centres and maternal and child health centres in Morwell resumed normal operations.

40 At all times, the Council made decisions in relation to the operation of pre-schools, early learning centres and maternal and child health centres in the Council area, and in Morwell in particular, with a primary focus on the health, safety and wellbeing of children, families and staff.  This included providing respite for the children from the smoke and ash covering the town of Morwell. .

41 The Council prioritised children with the continued provision of high quality early education and care programs. 
Item 4

42 Throughout the response phase of the fire, the Council was involved in providing an array of services.  These services included: 
opening respite centres for agencies;

coordinating and working with partners to provide information to the incident controller; 
providing communications assistance and acting as a conduit for information between the community and the incident controllers. 
43 I discuss these services in further detail in the paragraphs which follow.
Item 5

44 As a result of the fire, the Council decided to undertake a “door knock” in Morwell in order to:

44.1 gather information from people on the ground on how they were coping and what short, medium and long term issues they believed would need to be addressed in the recovery phase;

44.2 provide the community with the most up-to-date information available to the Council;

44.3 provide referrals to support agencies where necessary;
44.4 ensure that residents that may not receive other methods of communication received updates; and

44.5 show support for affected residents. 

45 If residents were not home at the time, calling cards were left for people to contact Council staff if they wanted to discuss any of these matters, or any other concerns they might have had. 
46 I understand that a door knock of approximately 6,441 homes was undertaken by the Council on a systematic basis across the town of Morwell with teams of two attending each residential property.  It took place over a period of 13 working days between 25 February 2014 and 14 March 2014.  This was completed with assistance from volunteers from other councils.
47 The door knock was generally positively received by the community.  A map outlining the door knock throughout Morwell is annexed and marked “JM-7”
48 I understand that the information provided to residents during the door knock was continuously updated throughout the process in order to reflect the most up-to-date information that the Council had. A sample of the material provided to residents during the door knock is annexed and marked “JM-8”.
Item 6

49 The Council’s main office, located at 141 Commercial Road, Morwell, was in an area affected by the smoke and ash from the fire. 

50 As a result of the smoke and ash, I considered the occupational health and safety (OH&S) and WorkSafe needs of Council staff in my capacity as the Acting CEO. 

51 This consideration included meetings with key Council staff regarding the ongoing operations of the Council and the Council’s business continuity plan. 

52 I also engaged the services of Professor Arnold Dix, an emergency management and risk specialist, to assist the Council in providing strategic advice:
52.1 on the Council’s business continuity plan and the ongoing operations of the Council at 141 Commercial Road, Morwell; and
52.2 in regards to emergency management and response.
53 Professor Dix recommended the wide spread use of air purifiers to improve air quality and reduce nuisance smell throughout the Council’s headquarters as one way of assisting with the air quality, which the Council implemented.  Consequently the Council also made air purifiers available to the community. These units were funded by the State Government.
54 The engagement of Professor Dix was funded by the Victorian Department of Premier and Cabinet (DPC). 

55 In considering OH&S and WorkSafe requirements, including whether or not to close down the main office of the Council, I also considered the overriding need of the community to receive services and information from the Council, both in relation to the fire and its regular business activities, during this difficult time. 
56 I arranged for Victoria’s Chief Health Officer, Rosemary Lester, and the CEO of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), John Merrit, to address staff members on 24 February 2014 on OH&S matters.  This primarily involved a communication to Council staff about the general health issues which they might confront as a part of the fire event.
57 As a result of this briefing and the advice received from Mr Merrit, I caused for further work sites to be made available for Council staff, particularly those who might be considered more vulnerable (such as staff who were pregnant, over 65 or had respiratory issues).  These alternative work sites comprised working from the Council’s services centres in Traralgon and Moe, and also working from home where possible. 
58 The Council’s employees were rotated out of the Council’s main office on an “as needs” basis to the alternative sites in an effort to provide them with respite from the smoke and ash as required. 
Item 7

59 The significance of the fire saw an increase in the number of agencies that were involved in responding to the fire than might normally be the case with a fire of less magnitude. 

60 In an ordinary bushfire event, the procedure for the Council would normally be for the “Incident Control Centre” (typically run by the relevant fire authority) to communicate with the Council’s Emergency Management Coordinator, who is Lance King, which determines whether or not the Council is in a position, due to its limited resources, to assist. 

61 The extended nature and duration of this fire event resulted in a much greater level of interest and support being required of the Council from representatives of the Victorian Government and its respective agencies, particularly in relation to the response phase of the fire.

62 This presented the Council with a significant challenge on its resources and internal coordination.  This was primarily because the response and recovery phases were occurring simultaneously, which is quite different to an ordinary bushfire event. 

63 Overall, in my opinion, this created some confusion for Council staff because it had not previously undertaken a recovery/response to an event of this nature and magnitude.  In simple terms, the Council’s training and resourcing is designed for the recovery and response phases to take place separately.  More specifically, the Council normally has a limited role in the response phase, but takes a lead role in the recovery phase. 

64 The Council’s resources were called on in ways that they had not been previously, particularly because of the “dual role” it was adopting with respect to the recovery and response phases.  As a result, at times, some Council officers were unclear about exactly what their role was as between the community and the agencies involved. 

65 To further complicate matters, the Council – as representatives of the local community – also play an advocacy role for its constituents.  In other words, the Council sometimes felt in a position of conflict in so far as it was asked (or expected) to advocate for its residents to the State Government regarding the adequacy (or otherwise) of the response to the fire, while at the same time being required to participate in and facilitate that response on behalf of Government and relevant agencies.
66 It should also be acknowledged that the nature and duration of this fire event had not previously been experienced, which resulted in relevant agencies having to act as quickly as possible, which in turn may have led to some of the communication difficulties I have discussed later in this statement. 
Item 8

67 As I have discussed above, during the fire, the Council was involved in the response phase of the fire to a much greater degree than normal.  In particular, it assisted in the implementation of new “response strategies”, which primarily included the establishment of a respite centre and a Community Advisory Group.

68 I understand from my discussions with Lance King that, on or about 19 February 2014, a representative from the Victorian Department of Human Services (DHS) contacted Mr King to ask the Council to establish a daytime respite centre in Moe, which was established in the Moe Town Hall. 
69 In addition to assisting with operating the respite centre, I understand that the Council assisted in the operation of the Community Information Recovery Centre (CIRC).
70 The primary purpose of the respite centre was to provide the residents of Morwell with a place to go to get respite from the smoke and raise queries with representatives from the Council and other agencies. 
71 The DHS was the lead agency responsible for establishing and running the respite centre, with the support of the Council, which primarily involved providing information to the community about which agencies were present and what services were available at the CIRC.
72 The role of the CIRC which began operation on 28 February 2014 was primarily focussed on providing information and support to the community on: 

72.1 all fire related events including referrals to counselling; 

72.2 insurance matters including providing office space for a private operator to provide general advice to the community; and

72.3 the administration of the clean up. 

73 The Council’s support role also included arranging catering and transport for the respite centre, as well as opening and closing the centre.

74 The establishment of the respite centre was a new response strategy for the Council to be involved in.  The Council sought to utilise its experience in dealing with its residents and mobilising its infrastructure to assist the DHS with the establishment and running of the centre. 
75 The Community Advisory Group (CAG) was created by the Country Fire Authority (CFA) and the DHS with some assistance from the Council.  This group was administered by the CFA. 
76 The Council’s role in the CAG was to provide local information on behalf of local community members.  The Council was represented at the CAG by Graeme Middlemiss, a Councillor representative, and two other Council staff members.
77 It is my understanding that the CAG was primarily created as a conduit for information passing between the relevant agencies and the community in both directions – that is, for the agencies to pass information onto community and for the community to seek information (or raise concerns) with the agencies.  Ordinarily a CAG would not be established.  I understand that the CAG was formed during this event to help give the community a further voice.
78 The CAG has since been amalgamated into the Community Recovery Committee (CRC). These bodies are not operated by the Council. However, the Council offers administrative support.  The establishment of the CRC is in accordance with regular recovery operation procedure.
79 Further, in my role as the Acting CEO, I was involved in a number of discussions regarding the strategic response to the fire.  This principally involved being included in a number of strategic discussions with a range of senior officials from the Victorian Government and relevant agencies throughout the fire event. 

80 By way of example, on 18 February 2014, Craig Lapsley, the Chief Fire Commissioner, invited me to the strategic review of the fire response in the mine along with the “Incident Control Centre” (ICC) personnel and interstate fire experts.  At this meeting, I was provided with information about the integrity of the northern batter and the Princes Freeway, which was being considered as part of the fire response.  This enabled me to:

obtain a greater level of information to interact with Councillors and the community;
review the land movement issues at the mine; 

better understand the complexity of the event; and

assist in understanding the likely duration of the fire event. 
81 I appreciated being invited to be involved in the ICC meetings which afforded the benefits I have described above.

82 Further, on 20 February 2014, I met with Andrew Tongue (Secretary of the DPC), Craig Lapsley, Justin Henney (from the State Development Department), Nick Foa (CEO of Local Government Victoria) and Rob Spence (CEO of the Municipal Association of Victoria (MAV)) who expressed their willingness to assist the Council in whatever possible ways that they could throughout the fire event.  
83 Moreover, I was involved in daily meetings at the ICC, and specifically, the “Morwell Mine Strategic Management Meetings”.  I dialled into or attended those meetings in person.  At those meetings, I obtained information updates on the fire response and I was given the opportunity to ask questions about the fire response effort. 
Item 9

84 As the Acting CEO of the Council, I believe that one of my main roles, and that of the Council, is to assist the community to the best of our ability.  This often requires working with multiple agencies and authorities in circumstances such as the fire in question.

85 Due to the significant impact and duration of the fire, the role of the Council sometimes altered from the norm.  I have discussed some of these changes and alterations earlier in my statement.
86 I, along with Council staff, sought to offer as much assistance as possible to the community and other agencies, including in relation to the recovery phase.  The Council also continued to deliver its business as usual throughout this time. 

87 The recovery phase has seen the DHS and the Council “share” the lead recovery role, which has necessarily involved working through new issues which the Council has not had to conform to before.
88 On 14 May 2014, in my role as the Acting CEO, I signed the official documentation that transitioned the event into the recovery mode.  This was despite the event requiring a range of recovery-related activities to occur well before this date. 

Items 10 and 11

89 The Council implemented a two-part communication strategy to assist with community engagement, consultation and communication with communities affected by the fire.

90 The Council’s two part communication strategy involved: 

90.1 with respect to its own services (including pre-schools, early learning centres, material and child health centres and leisure centres), the Council using its regular communication methods, such as social media, the Council website and press releases.  The Council also took the additional steps, which I have discussed in response to items 2 and 3 of this statement; and
90.2 with respect to the emergency response authorities, the Council largely played a support role to the lead agencies having determined that it was appropriate to be guided by the lead agencies and their existing communications plans in relation to appropriate communication methods. 

91 The following methods of communication were utilised by the Council throughout the fire: 

91.1 direct verbal communication with and/or through:

(a) home and community care clients;

(b) families of children attending pre-schools;

(c) the community through the door knock of 6,441 homes;

(d) businesses through the door knock of 300 CBD businesses;

(e) relief centres;

(f) respite centres (including the CIRC);

(g) the community information and recovery team;

(h) a call centre established to provide a point of contact for the community;

(i) Council service centres which provided support to the community; and

(j) presentations given at “Neighbourhood House” information sessions; 

91.2 media releases, briefing statements, press conferences and interviews which were provided to:

(a) newspapers;

(b) radio; and

(c) television networks;

91.3 social media, including Facebook, to provide:

(a) information from the Council; and

(b) links to, and information from, lead agencies;

91.4 the Council’s website in order to provide: 

(a) information from the Council; and

(b) links to, and information from, lead agencies in the response phase.
92 Annexures marked “JM-8” and “JM-9” contain information which the Council communicated and circulated about the fire.  More specifically, annexure “JM-8” comprises a sample of the Council’s communications which were delivered throughout the doorknock.  It is by no means a complete set of all of the Council’s communications delivered through that process.  Annexure “JM-9” is a complete set of the Council’s communications comprising media releases and communications published by the Council through social media and its website.Item 12

93 Throughout the response phase, feedback from the community was consistently gathered by the Council in an attempt to understand how effective the communications it was providing were in meeting the needs of the community. 
94 That feedback was obtained from multiple sources, including face-to-face discussions, social media and the Council’s call centre.
95 The feedback provided by the community assisted the Council to develop its own understanding of areas of concern (including any misinformation being circulated from other sources) and to gauge community interest. 
96 In circumstances where feedback directly related to the Council’s communications, or the services it was providing, this was addressed by Council staff.  At times, Council staff did this by directly responding to residents on social media. By way of example, community members would post queries on the Council’s Facebook page to which Council employees would provide a response where it was a matter within Council’s knowledge, or alternatively, direct the community member to the appropriate agencies.
97 The Council formed the view that there were instances where the call centre, which was staffed with contractors, was not as up to date as it should have been, in the sense that it did not always have all up to date information to hand.  In light of this, the Council introduced a new briefing method to increase the knowledge of those at the call centre.
98 I understand that this briefing process involved a manager from the Council’s communications team attending the call centre each day to take note of any issues confronting call centre staff.  That manager would then at 8:00am the next day attend the Council’s internal daily briefing meeting and discuss the issues noted, which was attended by key Council staff and typically also a representative from the DHS.  Representatives from other agencies also attended on an intermittent basis. The information gathered at that meeting would then be relayed back to call centre staff.  
99 Further, responses to queries posted on the Council’s website seeking information was allocated to the Council’s communications team who personally contacted the party seeking information because previously there was a perception that responses were not provided quickly enough.
100 Alternatively, when the feedback related to other agencies, or the fire generally, Council staff provided this information to the daily meetings of the Regional Emergency Management Public Information Committee (REMJPIC) and the Emergency Management Public Information Committee (EMJPIC). 
101 The REMJPIC and the EMJPIC were established in response to this specific incident.  The membership of these committees changes for each incident. 
102 The meetings of the REMJPIC and the EMJPIC were key channels for the sharing of information between agencies, and for identifying the issues that needed to be assessed in relation to communicating with the community. 
103 Up until 21 February 2014, the Council’s involvement in the REMJPIC and the EMJPIC had been consistent with the role it typically played in other emergency situations, which was to liaise with the lead agencies’ communications team, rather than take an active part in the communication process.  Up until 21 February 2014, this included:
103.1 distributing information specific to Council services;
103.2 connecting members of the community who contacted the Council via social media, telephone or face to face to the most appropriate agency to respond to their queries. 
104 However, on or about 21 February 2014, the DPC called a meeting to discuss the Council’s involvement in the REMJPIC and the EMJPIC.  This meeting was attended by the following people: 
104.1 Louise May from the DPC;
104.2 Merita Tabain from Victoria Police;
104.3 Geoff Russell from the DHS;
104.4 Lance King from the Council;
104.5 Emma Lewis, the Council’s Acting Manager of Communications;
104.6 Shuk Yin Liew, the Council’s Coordinator Communications.
105 This meeting was the first time that the Council’s communications team had been invited to attend and directly participate in the REMJPIC and the EMJPIC process.  Up until this time, the Council’s Coordinator of Emergency Management (Lance King) had simply liaised with the REMJPIC. 
106 After 21 February 2014, a member of the Council’s communications team attended as many REMJPIC and EMJPIC meetings as possible, subject to other commitments and the limited resources within that team. 
107 The Council’s decision to involve its communications team directly in the activities of the REMJPIC and the EMJPIC was partly due to the Council acknowledging the workload on Mr King throughout this period.  As the event’s duration extended, more Council resources were required to assist in the fire recovery effort. 
108 The direct involvement of Council’s communications team also increased the local knowledge into the REMJPIC and EMJPIC process.  I believe that the close links between the Council and the community enabled the communications to be tailored to suit the community’s requirements at different times as the event evolved. 
109 Moreover, in order to assist with establishing key messages, preparing spokespeople and to provide communications advice, the Council retained the services of a specialist public relations consultant.  The MAV arranged the consultant and their services were paid for by the CFA. 
Item 13

110 As part of the evolving communication process, representatives from the Council were asked to attend various media announcements and press conferences at short notice.

111 By way of example, on Sunday 23 February 2014 at 2:36pm, I understand that a representative from the ICC, Hazelwood Media, contacted the Council advising that there would be a press conference the next day at 2:30pm which the Mayor was expected to attend and that a response regarding the Mayor’s availability was required by 9:00am the next day to distribute the media alert.

112 Further, on 17 March 2014, I understand that Shuk Yin Liew, the Council’s Coordinator Communications, was contacted by email between 6.00pm and 7.00pm by the DPC advising that the Mayor had been added to a list of speakers for a press conference to be held the next day at 9.00am. 

113 While the Council accepts that an event of this nature often requires an immediate response, or to prepare for matters at very short notice, the Council (and its staff) were put under some pressure in respect of this communication process in circumstances where it was also attempting to deal with other important and urgent matters within the municipality (many of which I have described in this statement). 

Items 14 and 15
114 The involvement of an array of agencies did, at times, lead to confusion in the community as to what programs or steps were to be implemented and by whom.

115 By way of example, on or about 4 March 2014, I understand it was announced that the Council was to be the relevant point of contact in relation to the “holiday home relocation scheme” (the scheme).  However, at that time, the details of the scheme were still being finalised. 

116 These types of events seemed to create confusion and a lack of trust amongst the community as members of the community were approaching the Council after hearing the announcement to enquire about the scheme in circumstances where the Council had not been fully briefed on the scheme.  

117 In fact, there were some instances where the Council may have responded to an enquiry in a manner inconsistent with the media’s statement, and as such, the community was given the impression that none of the agencies, including the Council, understood what was going on and who was doing what. 

118 Another example was the distribution of the face masks during the recovery phase.  
119 I understand that initially St Vincent DePaul was distributing the face masks.  Following the exhaustion of this supply of face masks, I contacted Craig Lapsley, the Fire Services Commissioner, to request an additional supply of face masks because the Department of Housing had informed the Council that members of the community could purchase their own masks.
120 Mr Lapsley immediately approved this proposal.  As a result, Steve Tong, Henry Morrison and Lance King of the Council attended the Hazelwood power station staging area to pick up 9,000 face masks for distribution from the Council’s offices and community centres, which was organised within a couple of hours.
121 While the Council was involved in the distribution of the masks, it was perceived by the community that the Council should have provided specific instructions in relation to their use.

122 Ultimately, I understand that Professor Dix and Shuk Yin Liew of the Council contacted the face mask manufacturer directly in order for the Council to be better equipped to assist the community in their inquiries. 
Item 16

123 As I have discussed earlier in this statement, the extent of this fire event was unprecedented, which led to the involvement of multiple agencies, which in turn created difficulties for the Council in so far as (on the one hand) it had to act as an advocate or representative for the local community and (on the other hand) it needed to assist relevant agencies in the response effort.

124 In my opinion, the Council’s ability to effectively communicate with the community was limited by the following circumstances:

124.1 the Council’s communications team comprises in effect of 3.8 staff who, although they worked extremely diligently, were significantly stretched and under-resourced for the event in question;

124.2 the communications staff from other agencies were, understandably, often not familiar with the local area which slowed processes down.  The Council, when it became part of the broader communication teams, was able to provide essential local knowledge, history, demographic understanding, local contacts and media relationships regarding the town of Morwell and the Latrobe Valley generally.  However, this “collaboration” did not occur until approximately two weeks after the event started;
124.3 the agencies involved in the REMJPIC and EMJPIC rotated their staff on what I understand were four day rolling shifts.  This created elements of duplication and repetition on a daily basis as handovers between staff members did not appear to be comprehensive. 

125 However, despite these communication difficulties, in my opinion, there were some aspects of the communications strategy which did work well from the Council’s perspective.

126 For example, the inclusion of the Council’s communications team in the REMJPIC and the EMJPIC was of significant benefit because it allowed the Council to provide essential information relevant to the local community to the relevant authorities and agencies, in turn allowing for the dissemination of that information amongst the wider community. 

127 Further, the integration and coordination improved significantly over time.  For example, the provision to the Council of a media and communications expert, co-ordinated by the MAV, was of great assistance.
Item 17

128 The Council has in the past raised concerns about the method, location and quality of air monitoring being undertaken by the EPA in the Latrobe Valley region.

129 Air monitoring is an important issue in the Latrobe Valley because of the presence of open cut brown coal mines and heavy industries, such as the Australian Paper Mill (APM) and the Regional Outfall Sewer (ROS) which operate in the region.  Councillors play a key role in advocating for the community on air quality. 

130 Over time, technology has assisted in the improvement of air quality, including at the Gippsland Water Factory, which removed odour from the APM and the ROS, and the fitting of precipitators at the power stations.  

131 I have reviewed Attachment 2 of the Council’s submissions, being notes from discussions with the EPA, and I understand that, on or about 8 April 2013, representatives from the Council, which included Councillors, raised concerns with the EPA at a meeting held about the air monitoring processes in the Latrobe Valley.  These concerns included:

131.1 following the privatisation of the EPA’s air monitoring system, it did not appear to the Council that the system was as well resourced as it once had been, and that it required improvement, especially as the coal and resource industries grew in the Latrobe Valley;

131.2 it appeared to the Council that dust suppression activities, such as water sprinklers and data collection, were not being employed by private mining operators; and

131.3 the EPA did not have a “public presence” in respect of air quality monitoring in the Latrobe Valley.  In the Council’s opinion, if a good network of monitoring stations was established and there was access to relevant data, then the community would be better informed about air quality issues.
132 Further, I have reviewed Attachment 3 of the Council’s submissions, being notes from discussions with the EPA, and I understand that, on or about 2 September 2013, Council officers had a further meeting with the EPA at which it was noted that:

132.1 the EPA was to communicate further with the Council prior to setting up another temporary air quality monitoring station in order to work together with the community; 
132.2 in recent years, air quality results in the Latrobe Valley had not exceeded the standard, which had been assisted by higher rainfall and a subsequent reduction in dust; 
132.3 EPA modelling will need to occur with population growth in the area; and
132.4 concerns regarding health impacts and cluster studies were discussed.
133 I understand that the EPA advised the Council’s representatives at the September 2013 meeting that it did not consider it necessary to install any other air monitoring stations at that point in time because the Traralgon monitoring station was considered to be sufficient for the Latrobe Valley area. 

Item 18

134 I am aware of a large number of discussions that took place between Council officers and members of Local Government Victoria in relation to the clean up program for Morwell. 

135 On or about 5 March 2014, Council representatives – led by David Elder, Acting General Manager of Community Liveability for the Council – met with officers from Local Government Victoria (LGV) to discuss the clean up options as a result of the fire. 

136 These discussions included the cleaning of roof cavities, insulation and solar panels, which were quoted by a local cleaning services company.  The details of the quote were provided to LGV for its consideration. 

137 At the direction of the Council, a cleaning contractor, Menzies, had also undertaken a number of “spot audits” of houses in Morwell to assist in informing the Council on the types and costs of cleaning that might be required.  As a result of those audits, it was determined that two types of clean up required discussion, being a “self-clean” or an “assisted clean”. 

138 As a part of this assessment, the Council also considered whether the household insurances held by residents might also assist in meeting any clean up costs.

139 The Council initially proposed that: 

139.1 for those persons who undertook a self clean, they would be provided with vouchers to the value of $150 to obtain cleaning products of their choice; and 

139.2 for those persons who received an assisted clean up, a sum of approximately $750 would be spent on each household, which would include a surface clean comprising vacuuming and wiping down surfaces.  This also included the cleaning of roof cavities.

140 On 6 March 2014, information regarding the proposed two methods of clean up was provided to the State Crisis and Resilience Council. 

141 On 7 March 2014, a meeting was held by the State Crisis and Resilience Council. 

142 On 9 March 2014, I understand that David Elder (of the Council) sent an email to Dan Harper at LGV expressing concerns about the amended proposals that were provided to the Council, in particular:

in relation to the apparent scaling back of the proposal; 
issues around the timing of announcements and the lag time of when information kits and clean up material are available for the community; and
inviting LGV to visit a range of properties in order “...to get a sense of the task at hand for our community...”,
A copy of the email dated 9 March 2013 is annexed and marked “JM-10”.
143 Further, I was aware of, and involved in, a wide array of conversations with the DPC, LGV, the local member for Morwell and the Deputy Premier, regarding the appropriateness and scope of the clean up packages.

144 On 11 March 2014, Council staff took LGV officers through a range of properties to help explain the clean up issues which the Council was confronted with.  The Council’s intent was to demonstrate the level of cleaning that was required for the community. 
145 On 4 April 2014, I met with Alan Wilson, an insurance broker, and Elias Kavadias from KavaCorp, a specialist emergency event cleaning company from Traralgon, in order to prepare a memorandum of items that ought to be a part of the clean up process including providing a rough cost estimate. This memorandum was provided to the Honourable Russell Northe, the member for Morwell. A copy of the memorandum is annexed and marked “JM-11”.

146 I understand that the “State Clean Up Planning Committee”, which comprised representatives from the Victorian Department of Health and LGV, outlined three clean up options, being basic, augmented and comprehensive.  

147 The “augmented” option was ultimately preferred and approved by the State Government which comprised the following: 

Assisted cleans

147.1 contractors performing an internal surface clean/vacuum/dust; 

147.2 the Council would manage external cleaning of pavements, driveways and outdoor furniture; and

147.3 it was estimated that 1,800 members of the community would be eligible for the assisted clean.  I believe that approximately 800 members of the community utilised this service. 

Self cleans

147.4 residents were provided with clean up kits comprising:

(a) a bucket, face mask, goggles, gloves; 

(b) two laundry vouchers per household at a value of $15 each;

(c) two car wash vouchers per household at a value of $10 each.  I understand that these vouchers came about from suggestions made by the community during the door knock campaign; 

147.5 making available loan equipment free of charge including: 

(a) HEPA vacuums; and

(b) high pressure cleaners.  However, these cleaners were ultimately not made available due to safety concerns especially in relation to asbestos.
148 Detailed information was provided to the community, contractors and relevant Council staff on how to clean up homes in a safe manner. 

Item 19

149 As discussed above, the Victorian Government made the decision to implement the augmented clean up option and also the contents of the clean up kits. 

150 It also determined who was eligible for the assisted clean package.  I am unclear how this was determined.  However, the sub-categories of those persons which were eligible for the assisted clean were:
150.1 recipients of a DHS relocation grant;
150.2 a home and community care client; and
150.3 those who were physically unable to clean their property. 

151 The Council was instructed by the Victorian Government not to commence any work towards implementing the clean up process, including taking steps to advertise for cleaning services and/or obtain quotes, until the details of the clean up package were formally announced.
152 As a result, there was a delay between the announcement and the delivery of the clean up package to residents. 

153 The Council is still managing all contractors for the clean up, including the distribution of the clean up kits to residents.
Item 20

154 In my view, the following “positives” came out the clean up assistance provided to the community: 

154.1 the establishment of the call centre at the Traralgon Service Centre operated well to field queries from the community about the clean up process; 

154.2 the process affirmed the stoic nature of the local community; 

154.3 the clean up of public infrastructure in the towns of Morwell, Moe, Newborough, Churchill and Traralgon, including streets, footpaths and furniture, was completed efficiently and well received by the community;
154.4 the CIRC and the Board being co-located in one facility.  This has enabled the two bodies to increase communication by providing one centre for the community to attend;
154.5 the presence of insurance brokers at the CIRC to provide advice on insurance for members of the community to assist on claims.  I understand that they have been advocating on behalf of the community.  

155 However, in my view, the following “negatives” came out the clean up assistance provided to the community:
155.1 there was an expectation that the Council was ready to implement the clean up process immediately following the announcement.  However, as discussed above, the Council was not in a position to commence this task immediately because of its resourcing constraints and particularly the need to secure accredited workers to undertake home clean ups;

155.2 the clean-up process did not meet some expectations of a portion of the local community in so far as the expectation appeared to be that homes would be returned to their pre-fire state, as opposed to simply making them habitable; and

155.3 the following parts of homes were not cleaned:

(a) roof cavities, sheds, outhouses, solar panels, air conditioners, ducted heating; and

(b) there was no dry cleaning/steam cleaning of furniture.
General Comment
156 I reiterate Part D of the Council’s submissions submitted to the Board.
157 In particular, I reiterate that it is the Council’s strong belief that the liveability of the town of Morwell must be prioritised over coal extraction when considering remediation plans and the future plans for the extraction of coal from land in the Latrobe Valley.  This will include agencies working together and taking into consideration: 

the stabilisation of batters and mine walls;
remediation generally;
noise and dust reduction; 

the proximity to existing settlements and residential areas; and
the risk of emissions in case of fires.
158 The Council seeks to be involved in future discussions regarding the remediation and coal planning with both the Victorian Government and the respective mine operators to ensure it is well informed when planning the future of the municipality, particularly in terms of fire prevention.  To date, the Council is not generally a part of discussions of this nature.
Dated:
      May 2014
................................................................
Signed by John Leslie Mitchell
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