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7 January 2020 NAT 001/20 

 Current bushfire crisis – Member advice and assistance

Australian Government assistance 

Australian Government information relating to 
disaster relief and recovery, including 
assistance that is available, can be found at 
the following links: 

• Australian Government DisasterAssist
website;

• Australian Government Emergency
Management webpages; and

• Australian Government Department of
Human Services: Bushfires – Support for
people directly affected by bushfires in
disaster declared areas.

State and Territory Government websites also 
provide a great deal of relevant information. 

Work health and safety 

The current bushfire crisis and high temperatures 
raise a number of important workplace health and 
safety issues for employers and employees. 
These include, amongst others: 

• The importance of employers ensuring
employees are not placed in danger in
areas where there are bushfires, including
when fires have passed and clean-up
activities occur;

• Protecting employees from bushfire smoke
health effects;

• Managing the risks of working in heat; and

• Addressing mental health issues associated
with distressing events and trauma.

The following resources provide information and 
advice on a range of relevant topics: 

• Ai Group Health and Safety Resource
Centre Advice Alert: Protecting your
workers from bushfire smoke health effects;

• Ai Group HR Resource Centre: Managing
your employees through a bushfire season;

• Safe Work Australia: Outdoor air pollution;

• Safe Work Australia: Working outside;

SUMMARY 

Along with the rest of Australia, our thoughts are with the people who have been affected by the 
devastating bushfires. The loss of life and widespread destruction have shocked and saddened 
Ai Group and its Members. 

Many businesses have been affected. This Member Advice provides some important information on: 

• Government assistance that is available;

• Work health and safety issues;

• Workplace relations issues; and

• Australian Defence Force Reservists.

Ai Group is keen to assist Members impacted by the bushfires so please do not hesitate to get in contact 
should you have any queries or need any assistance. 

https://www.disasterassist.gov.au/Pages/australian-disasters.aspx?query=Bushfires
https://www.disasterassist.gov.au/Pages/australian-disasters.aspx?query=Bushfires
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about-us/our-portfolios/emergency-management/recovery-assistance
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about-us/our-portfolios/emergency-management/recovery-assistance
https://www.humanservices.gov.au/individuals/help-emergency/bushfires
https://www.humanservices.gov.au/individuals/help-emergency/bushfires
https://www.humanservices.gov.au/individuals/help-emergency/bushfires
https://www.aigroup.com.au/resourcecentre/safety/QA-Safety/protecting-workers-from-bushfire-smoke-health-effects/
https://www.aigroup.com.au/resourcecentre/safety/QA-Safety/protecting-workers-from-bushfire-smoke-health-effects/
https://www.aigroup.com.au/resourcecentre/hr/templates-resources/employment-conditions/managing-your-employees-through-a-bush-fire-season/managing-your-employees-through-a-bushfire-season.pdf
https://www.aigroup.com.au/resourcecentre/hr/templates-resources/employment-conditions/managing-your-employees-through-a-bush-fire-season/managing-your-employees-through-a-bushfire-season.pdf
https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/media-centre/news/outdoor-air-pollution
https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/topic/weather
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• NSW Department of Health: Protect yourself 
from bushfire smoke;

• Victorian Department of Health: Bushfire 
aftermath safety tips;

• Victorian Department of Health: Community 
factsheets – Bushfires. (A range of 
factsheets covering topics such as the safety 
of drinking water, Personal Protective 
Equipment, power outages, trauma reaction 
and recovery);

• WorkSafe Victoria: Bushfire recovery: 
Bushfire hazards;

• WorkSafe Victoria: Bushfire recovery: 
Recycling of metal and other material from 
bushfire damaged properties;

• WorkSafe Victoria: Bushfire recovery: Using 
hired equipment or machinery;

• WA Department of Health: After a bushfire –
hazards on your property;

• Asthma Australia: Asthma and Smoke;

• Australian Red Cross: Information on how to 
manage stress after a distressing event; and

• Ai Group Health and Safety Resource 
Centre: Heat Stress.

Employment and workplace relations issues 

It is evident that employers affected by the 
bushfire crisis are working hard to support their 
employees and mitigate the impact of the 
bushfires upon them including, for example, in 
appropriate circumstances: 

• paying employees for a period of time even
though work could not be performed in areas
where there are bushfires;

• allowing employees to access annual leave
or personal/carer’s leave; and

• allowing employees to work from home or a
different work location.

To assist employers in making decisions during 
the bushfires, the following sections summarise 
key minimum entitlements and obligations 
relating to: 

• Annual leave;

• Personal/carer’s leave;

• Community service leave;

• Working at a different location or carrying out
different duties; and

• Stand-down.

Annual leave 

The Fair Work Act does not give employers the 
right in most circumstances to direct employees to 
take annual leave, so employers who wish their 
employees to take annual leave should endeavour 
to reach agreement with each employee. 

If an employee requests annual leave the employer 
must not unreasonably refuse such a request. 

In appropriate circumstances, an employer may 
wish to grant a period of annual leave in 
advance to an employee. 

Personal/carer’s leave 

In some circumstances an employee may be 
entitled to access personal/carer’s leave. Such 
leave applies if: 

• the employee is not fit for work because of a
personal illness or personal injury; or

• to provide care or support to a member of
the employee’s immediate family or a
member of the employee’s household
because of a personal injury, personal
illness or unexpected emergency affecting
the member.

Community service leave 

Many employers affected by the bushfires have 
employees who are volunteers for emergency 
management bodies. These employees 
generally have a right to access a reasonable 
amount of unpaid community service leave 
under the Fair Work Act, provided that:  

• the activity deals with an emergency or
natural disaster, such as bushfires;

• the employee engages in the activity on a
voluntary basis;

https://www.health.nsw.gov.au/environment/air/documents/protect-yourself-from-bushfire-smoke.pdf
https://www.health.nsw.gov.au/environment/air/documents/protect-yourself-from-bushfire-smoke.pdf
https://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/health/healthyliving/bushfire-aftermath-safety-tips
https://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/health/healthyliving/bushfire-aftermath-safety-tips
https://www2.health.vic.gov.au/emergencies/emergency-type/natural-disasters/bushfire-factsheets
https://www2.health.vic.gov.au/emergencies/emergency-type/natural-disasters/bushfire-factsheets
https://www.worksafe.vic.gov.au/resources/bushfire-recovery-bushfire-hazards
https://www.worksafe.vic.gov.au/resources/bushfire-recovery-bushfire-hazards
https://www.worksafe.vic.gov.au/resources/bushfire-recovery-recycling-metal-and-other-material-bushfire-damaged-properties
https://www.worksafe.vic.gov.au/resources/bushfire-recovery-recycling-metal-and-other-material-bushfire-damaged-properties
https://www.worksafe.vic.gov.au/resources/bushfire-recovery-recycling-metal-and-other-material-bushfire-damaged-properties
https://www.worksafe.vic.gov.au/resources/bushfire-recovery-using-hired-equipment-or-machinery
https://www.worksafe.vic.gov.au/resources/bushfire-recovery-using-hired-equipment-or-machinery
https://healthywa.wa.gov.au/Articles/A_E/After-a-bushfire-hazards-on-your-property
https://healthywa.wa.gov.au/Articles/A_E/After-a-bushfire-hazards-on-your-property
https://asthma.org.au/about-asthma/triggers/bushfires-and-smoke/
https://www.redcross.org.au/get-help/emergencies/looking-after-yourself
https://www.redcross.org.au/get-help/emergencies/looking-after-yourself
https://cdn.aigroup.com.au/Media/bushfire/Heat_Stress_2.pdf
https://www.aigroup.com.au/resourcecentre/safety/hazard-management/hazard-management/fatigue/
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• the employee is a member of, or has a 
member-like association with, a ‘recognised 
emergency management body’ (e.g. the 
NSW Rural Fire Service or the Victorian 
Country Fire Authority); and  

• the body requests that the employee engage in 
the activity, or it would be reasonable to expect 
that such a request would have been made. 

Working at a different location or carrying 
out different duties 

Employers in bushfire affected areas may have 
to consider engaging their employees to work at 
a different location or to carry out different duties 
to those normally performed. The following 
issues need to be considered: 

• Is it reasonable to expect the employee to 
work at the different location or to carry out 
the different duties? 

• Are the different duties safe, reasonable and 
lawful? 

• Has the employee been consulted with and 
a genuine attempt made to address any 
concerns raised? 

• Has adequate training been provided to the 
employee?  

• Is the employee covered by an award, 
enterprise agreement or contract of 
employment that prohibits or limits 
redeployment? 

During the bushfire crisis many employers have 
allowed employees to work from home where 
their work enables this. Employers need to be 
mindful that they retain a duty of care to provide 
a safe workplace even where an employee 
works from home. Also, workers’ compensation 
may apply if an injury is sustained.  

Stand-down 

Section 524 of the Fair Work Act gives an 
employer the right to stand-down an employee 
during a period in which the employee cannot 
usefully be employed because of: 

• industrial action; 

• a breakdown of machinery or equipment, if 
the employer cannot reasonably be held 
responsible for the breakdown; or 

• a stoppage of work for any cause for which 
the employer cannot reasonably be held 
responsible. 

An enterprise agreement or contract of 
employment may provide additional rights or 
restrictions relating to stand-down. 

Before standing down any employees, Members 
are urged to discuss their circumstances with an 
Ai Group Adviser, including whether the 
circumstances meet the ‘cannot usefully be 
employed’ test. 

Australian Defence Force (ADF) Reservists 

On 4 January 2020, the Prime Minister 
announced the compulsory “Call-out” of 3,000 
ADF Reservists to support the bushfire fire-
fighting effort and recovery. 

If a member of the Defence Force Reserves is 
employed before they render defence force 
service, they are entitled to be absent from 
employment while on defence service.  

The ADF has published a detailed Handbook for 
employers of ADF Reservists which addresses 
such matters as the Employer Support Payment 
Scheme and leave policies. 

The Fair Work Ombudsman has also produced 
a useful fact sheet: Defence reservists: rights 
and responsibilities at work.  

Do you require further advice? 

For more information or assistance, please 
contact the Ai Group Workplace Advice 
Service on 1300 55 66 77. 

As mentioned above, Ai Group is keen to assist 
Members impacted by the bushfires so please 
do not hesitate to get in contact should you 
have any queries or need any assistance. 

 

Innes Willox 
Chief Executive 

https://www.defencereservessupport.gov.au/media/1129/dfs_defence_reserves-support-handbook_0718_web.pdf
https://www.fairwork.gov.au/ArticleDocuments/723/Defence-reservists-rights-and-responsibilities-at-work.pdf.aspx
https://www.fairwork.gov.au/ArticleDocuments/723/Defence-reservists-rights-and-responsibilities-at-work.pdf.aspx



