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1. Introduction

The role of Victorian local government in emergency management has been constantly changing and expanding. 

Community service expectations, recent major events and new legislation have added a raft of new roles for councils to an already complex legislative framework. This has increased the risk of councils not being able to comply with the range of legislative requirements as well as the possible failure to meet community needs and expectations.
Across the local government sector, and indeed across many government and emergency management agencies, it has become clear that there is no consistent view about the role of councils in emergency management. The current situation needs to be addressed now, in order to establish a shared understanding of council responsibilities. 

This position paper has been developed by the Municipal Association of Victoria (MAV) with and on behalf of Victorian councils. It offers a consolidated vision on what the future role of local government should be in emergency management. It will be used as the foundation for future MAV advocacy relating to legislative change and sustainable funding through the Improving Emergency Management in Local Government Program.  Councils remain committed to complying with current arrangements and fulfilling their emergency management obligations until such time as changes are agreed and given effect.  
Critically, the position proposed takes into account the sector’s current:

· capabilities and strengths

· limitations

· means to increase revenue, and 
· need to balance a multitude of competing community priorities.
It also provides guidance on how councils can best use existing structures and skills to support their communities and agencies to prepare for emergencies, reduce their impact, facilitate recovery and build resilience. 

Throughout this paper the verbs ‘lead’, ‘support’ and ‘coordinate’ are used in terms of their commonly understood dictionary meanings and not the meanings now commonly attributed to them in emergency management terminology. 

2. Background

2.1 The current role
Key emergency management responsibilities of councils stem primarily from Part 4 of the Emergency Management Act 1986 (the EM Act), which broadly speaking requires councils to:
· have a municipal emergency management plan (MEMP)
· establish a Municipal Emergency [Management] Planning Committee (MEMPC) [involving various local stakeholder organisations]  to develop the plan

· maintain the MEMP 

· allow the audit of the plan, and 

· appoint at least one Municipal Emergency Resource Officer (MERO) who coordinates the use of municipal resources needed for responding to and recovering from emergencies.

There has been little change to these requirements since the Act was introduced in 1986.  
The Country Fire Authority Act 1958 (the CFA Act) has similar requirements  relating to fire planning – for councils to appoint a Municipal Fire Prevention Officer (MFPO) (s96A), appoint a committee and adopt a Municipal Fire Prevention Plan (s54 and s55A). Additionally the role of the MFPO includes the inspection of hazards and the issuing fire prevention notices under s41 of the CFA Act. In the case of councils which are part of the Metropolitan Fire District, the Metropolitan Fire Brigades Act 1958 (the MFB Act) also requires the appointment of a MFPO for each municipality (s5A) and the requirement to inspect and issue notices (s87).
More recently, the EM Act and the CFA Act were amended to require councils to designate neighbourhood safer places for use in bushfire.

In addition, councils have a wide range of emergency management obligations, including a number of mitigation responsibilities, that result from provisions contained in other Victorian legislation. These include the Planning & Environment Act 1987, the Building Act 1993 the Electricity Safety Act 1998, the Public Health & Wellbeing Act 2008 and the Water Act 1989. 
Emergency management responsibilities also arise in the delivery of council services. For example, as significant operators of child care and kindergarten services, councils must maintain an emergency management plan to manage internal and external risks.

It is significant that while councils are identified as the lead agency for relief and recovery at the local level in the Emergency Management Manual Victoria (EMMV), this role of councils is not set out in legislation. Unlike the MERO, the role of Municipal Recovery Manager (MRM) is likewise not prescribed in legislation. 

Regular changes to council responsibilities in the EMMV have led to increased difficulties for councils as these changing roles and responsibilities often compete for priority with other legislated council obligations, particularly in relation to service delivery. When considered in total, the range of these responsibilities are often well beyond the current capacity and capability of a majority of councils. 
2.2 Role creep

Recent events such as the Black Saturday bushfires, the 2009 heatwave and the 2010/11 floods have resulted in increased attention on the emergency management responsibilities of all levels of government and their ability to meet community needs and expectations. For example, there is now an expectation that municipal emergency management planning will include greater detail and specific provisions to deal with a range of individual hazards. This, coupled with requirements for ‘all hazard’ planning to be more inclusive and sophisticated, has meant that the process of updating, testing and maintaining MEMPs has become more resource intensive and the purpose of the MEMP is now less clear.
In addition, councils are required to implement new State-driven emergency management policies and programs, (such as neighbourhood safer places) and these have resulted in a significant increase in risk and potential liability. This situation has been exacerbated by the expectation that these additional obligations can be met with little or no commensurate financial support (apart from the funding provided for NSPs through the Taskforce 1 and 23 projects). This is unsatisfactory and unsustainable in the long term.

Today, much of the focus of councils appears to be moving from response-based resource provision to a more complex community relief and recovery focus, which is where many councils feel they can best add value. This change carries greatly increased demands and requires a longer, protracted commitment from municipalities. 
There is also an expectation from State and Federal Government and from the community that councils will continue to direct considerable long-term effort towards risk mitigation and prevention. This work is time consuming, costly and hard to measure. To be effective it must be a shared responsibility.
2.3 Emergency management roles within councils
The obligations contained in current emergency management legislation are unnecessarily process-based and no longer align with the skills, networks, knowledge and resources of a modern council. 
The nomination of a MERO, for example, was more relevant when all councils owned plant and equipment (particularly heavy earth moving equipment) that could be used during and after an emergency event. In the mid-1990s, councils were required to undertake competitive tendering for a wide range of services that had previously been provided by local government. As a result, there was a significant transfer of council resources to the private sector, and a lot of council equipment that had been used for emergency response and recovery activities was divested.
At the same time, council amalgamations were occurring. This resulted in some loss of emergency management corporate knowledge, with some councils even choosing to outsource the MERO role. 
At the time the EM Act was written, it was not uncommon for the role of the MERO and MFPO to be filled by the Shire Engineer or Shire Secretary. As a result of the changes in the 1990s and increased council responsibilities, these emergency management roles are often no longer able to be accorded the importance that they previously held. They are now often coupled with other roles related to risk or compliance and disconnected with other parts of the organisation. The MRM role is often embedded in a different part of the organisation - often in human or corporate services. Some councils have appointed an emergency management manager or coordinator to better coordinate the various positions, but not all councils have the resources to do so.  
As the demands on local government have broadened and increased, officers have increasingly found themselves loaded-up with emergency management related roles on top of their substantive position, effectively making their emergency management role a ‘bit’ part of their day-to-day roles. The growing necessity for council officers to perform multiple roles within one position, coupled with limited professional development opportunities, has meant that the local government pool of expertise in emergency management is small. On the whole, this significantly affects the capacity and capability of councils to meet their obligations, particularly in large or protracted events. 
2.4 The role of councils in supporting community resilience

The relationship between a council and its community is fundamental and significant. Councils are expected to reflect community expectations and the democratic foundations of local government means that a council that forgets this basic requirement is soon reminded at the ballot box. Elected councillors, especially the mayor, are often looked to in times of emergency to provide leadership, support and to be the voice of the community in order to obtain assistance for affected people and businesses.

Local government sees its cradle-to-the-grave involvement in people’s lives and its day-to-day role in community development as providing a sound foundation on which to building effective community resilience.

Councils view their links to community groups as a valuable tool to enable them to deliver measures to improve community resilience. This relationship should be recognised and supported as part of the State’s overarching emergency management strategy. This support should include assisting councils to facilitate opportunities for other agencies to roll out programs in a coordinated and strategic way to help build resilience, rather than maintaining the current disjointed delivery mechanisms.   

2.5 Budget implications
Councils have different approaches to managing the financial burden of their increasing emergency management activity depending on their individual capacity, risk profile, recent experience and ‘political will’. 
Some have progressively increased funding arrangements for emergency management, employing specialist staff and entrenching it as a mainstream council activity. 
However, rural shires with low rate-bases often struggle to invest up-front in emergency management planning and staffing, instead focusing their limited budgets on more basic and tangible services with immediate and visible benefits for the community. Despite having greater capacity, some larger councils also struggle to see the sense in investing in emergency management in the face of other demands and competing priorities. 

A key funding-related issue raised by councils is that where support from the State and Federal governments is available, it tends to be specific, grant-based funding, with little or no on-going funding, leaving councils with legacy systems, infrastructure and services that must be maintained. 
For example, the current funding for Emergency Management (Fire) Coordinators has made a significant difference in the ability of the beneficiary councils to implement new initiatives. However, this funding is only being provided on a short-term basis, and even then, is limited to 25 staff shared across 34 municipalities. The likelihood is that councils will have to maintain these initiatives or continue to provide these services in the future without funding support.
In recent years the activities eligible for reimbursement in the aftermath of an emergency have varied from event to event. While they always cover clean-up and repair of essential infrastructure such as roads, they do not always cover the operation of multi-agency MECCs, relief centres and community recovery activity – all of which are recognised in policy as being local government-led. The lack of certainty about which activities will be reimbursed can result in a hesitancy to expend funds and a cautious response to increased demand for services during and immediately after emergencies, which can have a negative impact on community recovery.

2.6 Planning
The approach to emergency management planning at the municipal level is no longer in line with the legislation and guidelines in part 6 of the EMMV. Despite the multi-agency nature of municipal emergency management planning and the efforts of councils, there is a growing misconception that councils, as the custodians of the MEMP under legislation, are also accountable for delivery of all outcomes and outputs within the plan. Essentially the view is that this is the council’s plan and the council is responsible for its delivery.
“Municipal Emergency Management Plans” are in fact multi-agency plans for the local government area, with all relevant response, relief and recovery agencies expected to contribute to the drafting and be collectively accountable for the execution of the plan.  

Any emergency management planning model needs to support the diversity of risk and capacity across the state and provide a flexible approach between regional, sub-regional and local service delivery arrangements. 
Under the current system, each council and MEMPC spends considerable effort undertaking similar risk assessment processes.  But a lack of consistency means the same hazard is identified in multiple municipal districts, with an absence of coordination of treatment leading to different treatment measures being applied across the state. Many of the risk assessment processes may be better managed at the regional level rather than at the state or local level, as the expertise within agencies is more appropriately sourced at that level, and often the same risk is shared by a number of neighbouring municipalities.
The relationship and activities undertaken at the regional and municipal levels may vary depending on whether the environment is metropolitan or country. The smaller geographical footprint, risk profile and mobile population in Melbourne’s metropolitan councils leads to a different approach to service provision than what is likely to be applied in less populated areas. Planning and service delivery may be better coordinated and led at a regional level in the metropolitan environment as impacts rapidly spread beyond municipal boundaries. In rural areas the ‘tyranny of distance’ means that services must be much more localised, and because capacity is more limited, regional interaction is critical to provide support. 

Increasingly, councils are working together at the regional and sub-regional level, occasionally supported by some State Government departments and agencies. Councils generally see benefits in working in partnership to develop more consistent approaches and to share planning approaches and operating arrangements.
3. Role Statement Principles 

To support the position, and the realignment of local government’s role in emergency management, the following are considered to be ‘first principles’: 
1. Local government’s emergency management role should draw on the sector’s strengths and be an escalation of councils’ normal business roles

2. Local government’s role in emergency management should not involve new activities that are only undertaken during emergencies

3. Variations in council capacity should be recognised in local and regional arrangements
4. The role needs to be supported by an organisational structure that has redundancy and escalation capabilities built in, as far as is practical

5. Any emergency management role assigned to councils should recognise the need for continuity of essential council services

6. Councils are not, in general, structured as emergency response organisations and any role definition should recognise this

7. The final arrangements should be affordable, achievable and risk-based with role clarity at local, regional and state level

8. The role should “make sense” to other agencies and the community 
9. Funding needs to flow immediately for any increase in demand caused by an emergency and local government's role in recovery needs to be recognised in funding and reimbursement programs. 
4. Role description

In line with the principles listed above, councils have identified a range of emergency management services and responsibilities that they believe local government should lead and support, and those that should be out of scope of the future role of councils. 
4.1 Leadership responsibilities
‘Leadership’ does not mean councils undertake the following activities on their own, or are solely responsible for the outcomes of emergency management activities. Rather, they are activities in which councils can play a lead role because they are similar to activities being undertaken as part of their normal business. 
(i) Facilitate strategic all hazard planning at the local and sub-regional levels in partnership with other agencies
Councils have strategic planning skills. This is seen in strategic plans they develop and implement right across their community. In emergency planning, they have fewer vested interests in specific hazards or aspects of emergency management than other agencies, but they have the facilitation skills to draw people with specialist interests, skills and knowledge together to enable those people to develop an umbrella, ‘all hazard’, ‘all agency’ plan. 
Local or municipal emergency management plans are not ‘council’ plans. They are plans for the local, municipal or sub-regional footprint and many agencies are responsible for contributing to, and executing relevant sections of the plan. While many councils feel the facilitation of all hazard planning is a suitable role for councils, the current misconception that the plans are council plans, the lack of support for their administration, and the fact that councils alone are the organisation that must respond to the audit of the plans is not acceptable. Planning needs to be truly integrated and accountability for the delivery of the outcomes of the planning process must be shared. These requirements may need legislative support to enforce participation and enable a cultural shift to a greater sharing of accountability for the delivery of planning outcomes.
(ii) Coordinate local recovery
Recovery services need to be delivered in partnership with other agencies and service providers and usually require support from other levels of government. Councils understand the unique needs and concerns of their communities and can lead the coordination of flexible recovery programs accordingly. 
Most councils already run community and economic development programs and have established relationships with many of the service providers that support people through the recovery process. As public land managers, planning authorities, and owners and managers of community infrastructure, councils are in a good position to contribute to environmental recovery (except in forest, national park and protected public land).  
In some cases, particularly in metropolitan Melbourne, where people move in and out of council areas for work, rest and play, a more flexible approach may need to be taken, with greater coordination of recovery services by State Government at the regional level. It should be noted that if councils are expected to coordinate community recovery in a flexible and tailored way, the current trend of the State prescribing exactly how recovery services will be delivered cannot continue.  
(iii) Provide and coordinate relief services
Councils already establish and coordinate emergency relief services and feel that they are the most appropriate organisations to do so, in partnership with other specialist health agencies, community service organisations and in some cases other councils. If there is an expectation that relief services will be delivered in a consistent and State-prescribed way this requires stronger support from the State Government and a certainty of reimbursement for council expenditure. 
(iv) Establish new, or develop existing, structures to promote community engagement in emergency management and advocate on behalf of communities
Councils are well positioned to consult with their communities on general emergency management matters. Through the use of the existing community links, councils can integrate emergency management and resilience building strategies into regular community engagement activities. Community engagement regarding specific hazards should still be the responsibility of expert agencies, but councils can represent and advocate for community interests to other agencies and government, and help reduce the piecemeal approach to community engagement. 
(v) Assist community recovery by continuing to deliver core community services, including managing and restoring local infrastructure during and after emergencies
Ensuring continuity or quick reinstatement of local government services and infrastructure must be a priority in an emergency. This should be recognised and councils should be funded for this and supported by other agencies.
(vi) Undertake risk mitigation measures, including the maintenance of municipal owned and/ or managed infrastructure
Maintaining council roads, roadsides, drains, water storage and other infrastructure according to council management plans are all important mitigation measures. Other significant mitigation measures are applied through strategic land use planning decisions (under state planning provisions) and implementation of building regulations. This requires sound risk assessment at the state, regional and local levels and a sharing of relevant information between specialist agencies and councils. 
(vii) Foster partnership and network development
Developing and strengthening local networks and strategic partnerships is core business for councils and can be used to support communities and emergency planning and recovery. 
4.2 Supporting role:
A ‘supporting role’ in this paper describes an activity in which councils see that they are a key stakeholder and can add value, but should not lead or be accountable for the ultimate outcome of the activity: 
(i) Support risk identification processes
Councils, in partnership with other agencies, have a role to play in identifying risks at the local level and working with the other agencies and the community to develop risk reduction strategies. There should be no requirement to duplicate assessments that are performed by specialist agencies at the regional or state level except where the scale and detail of the assessments justifies that work.
There is also a need for more consistency between the methodology used by specialist agencies undertaking risk analysis to better enable comparisons of levels of risk across risk categories and agencies.  
(ii) Support hazard-specific planning
While councils can facilitate generic emergency planning, most do not have the information, resources or expertise to lead planning for specific hazards.  Councils can contribute to such plans at the local (and regional) level but should not be the ‘owners’ of these plans or be responsible for the delivery of services as required by the plans. Nor should they be the only entities required to respond to an audit as is currently the case for municipal fire management and prevention plans.
(iii) Facilitate the dissemination and communication of information from agencies and service providers to the community. This includes information provision and dissemination on behalf of other agencies before, during and after an event, but excludes issuing warnings.
Councils have existing networks through which to communicate council and agency/ State generated information of critical importance to local communities. They have:
· accessible information points and communication channels
· local knowledge to enable validation and tailoring of information so that it is relevant and credible, and 
· the ability to provide continuity in messaging through all aspects of emergency management including preparedness.  
During response, the information councils provide should not relate directly to the emergency or operations (this is clearly a role for the police and control agency).  However it may be appropriate for councils to provide local service information.
In partnership with agencies with hazard-specific expertise, councils have a role in community education about local risk.
(iv) Influence emergency management planning at the regional level
Councils can support regional emergency management planning by providing local knowledge. Councils are often overlooked at this level.
(v) Provide municipal resources where available
Councils can support emergency management activities by making resources that are owned or controlled by them available. Councils can also provide additional resources where agency resources are exhausted, subject to availability. 

It is no longer appropriate for councils to be the primary coordinators of resources for an emergency given that the types of equipment required are increasingly not owned by councils. Municipalities should not be required to source nor pay for non-council owned or controlled resources on behalf of other agencies, when those agencies could source them directly. 

Where councils have existing relationships with, or maintain lists of local businesses that can provide resources, this information can be shared with agencies that are sourcing equipment. 

(vi) Provide information and advice to support incident management
Property valuation and ownership data, local knowledge and historical records provide invaluable information which can be used to support incident management. This requires council integration into local emergency management teams.
(vii) Support other councils in partnership
Using an established protocol for resource-sharing or memoranda of understanding, many councils will provide people, equipment and other resources to other councils when requested to do so and when it is within a council’s capacity.
4.3 Out of scope:
The following activities fall outside the expertise of councils and are not reasonable expectations for local government when considered against the principles listed in part 3 of this paper:
(i) Primary coordinator of resource provision
Following widespread divestment of equipment through council amalgamations and competitive tendering requirements, councils are no longer the main source of response-aiding equipment within a municipality. Despite not having ownership of many types of equipment required during an emergency response, councils remain willing to provide support for agencies needing to procure response-aiding equipment where this is possible and practical.

(ii) Run a Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre (MECC) in the current form
In legislation and policy, the current primary purpose of running a MECC is to coordinate resources for response, which is no longer viewed as a key council responsibility. Running a MECC often results in council resources being unavailable for other essential activity such as:
· maintaining critical business services and systems
· restoring infrastructure
· supporting response agencies, and
· initiating recovery services.
In recent events, logistics to support emergency response have been run out of both MECCs and ICCs. This has led to a lack of coordination, confusion and some agencies placing less value on the provision of experienced staff to attend MECCs. 

There are regular reports from councils of poor levels of departmental and emergency service liaison or provision of liaison officers that lack experience. This common scenario results in key council emergency management staff in the MECC unable to access much-needed information about the emergency and its impacts and therefore unable to effectively plan for recovery or provide information to the community. 

The MAV and councils propose that logistics to support emergency response should be run out of the ICC or equivalent to improve coordination, provide more timely access to information and therefore provision of resources, and reduce confusion.

There is still a need for individual councils to manage the incident from a council perspective – including maintaining business continuity, supporting relief and initiating recovery. A ‘council emergency operations centre’ would be a facility for managing council activity, and provide for community and agency interaction. The MAV would like this model to be explored further, in partnership with councils.
(iii) Be responsible for hazard-specific plans
Hazard-specific plans should be the responsibility of the control agency (or specialist agency). For example, the fire services should be the lead for fire management plans. 
(iv) Control/ combating agency
Councils are not emergency control/combating agencies. Councils do not have the necessary training or expertise to perform this role. 
(v) Management of shelters (such as fire refuges), community warning systems and organising evacuations
Councils should not manage shelters such as fire refuges and should not be expected to organise evacuations. These tasks should sit with the agencies responsible for responding to the emergency. Councils simply do not have the capacity or expertise.
5. Conclusion

Councils have a key role to play in emergency management and supporting community safety. Often, councils are in the unique position of being the only familiar 'face' among a number of agencies which assist affected communities throughout an emergency. 
While councils are one of the few constants for communities throughout the emergency management continuum,  local government is not a specialist in any particular hazard, nor does it see itself as a response agency leading and directing resources to combat an emergency.
Recent events have shown that there is a need to move away from the view of councils as the primary providers of resources during an emergency event, so that council resources are more readily available to ensure the continuity of essential community services and the early initiation of recovery services.  
The current legislated role of councils in emergency management needs to be reviewed to better align with the skills, resources and strengths that are common across the sector. 
Information provision, community strengthening and engagement, facilitation of planning and partnerships, and risk mitigation are among the sector’s key strengths. By focusing on these when defining local government’s future role, emergency management will no longer be viewed as an add-on but integrated into core business, meaning that councils and their communities are better prepared for emergencies.
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