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Wildlife management during fires
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Defining Emergencies 

Defined under the Emergency Management Act 1986, Emergency 
Management Act 2013 and the State Emergency Management Plan.

State Emergency Management Plan (Plan) defines: 
• Governance of emergencies, including

• State Emergency Management Priorities, 
• emergency levels,
• operational structures and 
• coordination procedures.

• What is an emergency
• the phases of emergency management (Mitigation, Planning,

Preparedness, Response, and Recovery).
• the key roles and responsibilities of organisations (eg: Lead Agency)
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Defining Wildlife Emergencies 

The SEMP defines the following as wildlife emergencies:
• Cetacean (whale and dolphin) entanglements, strandings and 

vessel strike
• Wildlife affected by marine or freshwater pollution.
• Wildlife welfare arising from an emergency event 

(includes bushfire, flood, heat stress)

• DEECA is defined as the lead agency for these as well as a 
range of fire, energy, water and biosecurity emergencies

• Also defined as lead support and recovery agency for 
responding to impacts on threatened ecosystems and 
species    
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Wildlife Emergencies - Strategic Approach

1. Identification of principles that guide response, regardless of emergency type, species, and 
interventions

2. Approach based on three core principles:
• to protect human safety, 
• minimise harm and suffering to wildlife and 
• ensure that animals are treated humanely.

3. Assessment of individual animals
• Focused on the 5 domains of animal welfare:

• Nutrition,
• Environment,
• Health,
• Behaviour and
• Mental State.

not about “rescue” or “saving”
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Individual Plans for Wildlife Emergencies 

Each emergency type requires its own response plan.  

Response Plans define:
• Scope and scales of response – what is in and what is out
• response structure within the EM arrangements
• The roles, skills and training that is required
• Triggers for deployment
• Intervention activities, procedures, guides and criteria
• PPE and response equipment
• Response partners
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Response Plan:

• Victorian Response plan for Wildlife Impacted by Fire
Triggers:

• Wildlife welfare arising from any fire within Victoria 
Scope:

• Human safety
• Wildlife welfare on and adjacent to fire ground

Response activities:
• Fire ground:

• Field assessment of wildlife 
• Monitoring, Euthanasia, Capture and transport to wildlife triage

• Wildlife triage:
• Veterinary assessment of wildlife in a dedicated triage facility
• Transfer of wildlife to rehabilitation or release

Partners:
• Wildlife Emergency Support Network
• Wildlife Rehabilitators

Example - Wildlife and Fire
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Structure (focus on Operations) for level 1 incident

Wildlife Teams Structure – Level 1 
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Wildlife Teams Structure – Level 2 

8Structure (focus on Operations) for level 2 incident
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Wildlife Teams Structure – Level 3

9
Structure (focus on Operations) for level 3 incident
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Wildlife and Fire  - Field Assessment

Team structure
• 2-5 people 
• Firearm, dart gun, capture equipment

Actions
• Search on and near fireground in targeted areas – roads, 

waterways, unburnt areas
• Observe and monitor wildlife 
• Record observations

Options
• Leave the wildlife in place 
• Leave the wildlife in place and monitor 
• Euthanise in field
• Capture and transport to the triage unit
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Wildlife and Fire – Triage Teams

Team structure:
• Team leader, veterinarian, vet nurse, keeper/assistant

Actions
• undertake veterinary assessment of captured wildlife 
• determine treatment including euthanasia

Options
• provided short term supportive care prior to release
• released immediately 
• transferred to Zoos Victoria for specialised veterinary 

care
• transferred to registered rehabilitator for further care, 

prior to release

 Does not perform as a hospital
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2019/20 Fire Season

Between November 2019 and February 2020: 

• 1.5 million+ hectares of land burnt – (1.35 million ha was 
public land)

• Five people died 

• 548 homes destroyed or damaged, impacts to farms, 
commercial properties, community infrastructure, cultural 
heritage sites and environmental assets.

• ~ 242 species, 20 fauna and 222 flora, had half (or more) of 
their habitat destroyed by the fires.

• ~ 80 per cent of remaining Warm Temperate Rainforest in 
Victoria 

• 80+ per cent of Gallery Rainforest and Banksia woodland 
was burnt.
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2019/20 Fire Footprint

The have been mapped.  The next three maps show the 2019/20 season fire footprint:
• As it occurred in Victoria
• Overlaid to scale on maps of:

• England
• Balkans region.
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Wildlife - What Happened?

Field based response:
• >70 areas inspected across the fire footprint
• 7 weeks of field assessments
• Aerial reconnaissance
• > 2,000 animals assessed
• 16% euthanised in field
• Majority of country could not be accessed

*Data from Bairnsdale IMT field teams
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Triage Units - What Happened?

Triage units:
• 4 units open
• Operated over 7 week period 
• Some opened and closed according to need
• Approx 300 animals assessed
• One reopened to respond to a koala health issue
• Wildlife taken to triage:

• Koalas
• Birds
• Small mammals

*Data from Mallacoota Triage Unit
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What Did We Learn From These Fires?

• Clear purpose and objective
• What do we do and where
• Be clear on scope

• Get into fire incident management team early
• Deploy a wildlife coordinator to advocate into the IMT
• Ensure IMT deploys comms messages

• Standards
• Decision making tools for field and triage teams
• Training

• External Communication
• Lower community impacts – but high community expectations
• Can people help or not? (community, interstate/international welfare groups, donations)
• Stakeholder engagement is  critical - use different avenues including 1 on 1 briefings with 

welfare groups.  
• Data management
• Have good, timely data systems and management
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Response Plan Development

1. Define legal authority
2. What are the principles for wildlife /animal response 
3. Is a specific plan needed (per emergency type/species/animal class)
4. Determine:

• Scope – what is the body of work, legal authority
• Who – partners, volunteers, structures, how do you work with other emergency agencies
• Where –what is the operating environment, where are we located
• What – Assessments, Intervention and treatment, Extraction? Translocation?
• How – training, people, structures, deployment protocols
• Record – forms, data management, assessment frameworks 
• Engagement – internal, external, stakeholders, partners, other emergency response 

agencies
• End point – when do you finish? After Action Reviews, Continuous improvement



OFFICIALOFFICIAL

www.wildlife.vic.gov.au

rodney.vile@delwp.vic.gov.au

http://www.wildlife.vic.gov.au/
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