
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Interim Report of Survey of ABC Emergency Broadcasting 
in Bushfire Affected Communities 

 
 
ABC Friends National represents ABC Friends groups from all states and territories with an 
estimated 50,000 members and supporters who are committed to an ABC that is adequately 
funded to meet its Charter as Australia’s independent national public broadcaster. 
 
This devastating bushfire season attests to the ABC’s position as Australia’s pre-eminent 
emergency broadcaster. The number of ABC emergency broadcasts has risen from 256 in 
2017-2018 to 371 in 2018-2019 to 673 to date this year (4 Jan).   The ABC’s emergency 
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broadcasts continue in the face of ongoing funding cuts and with no additional funding to 
cover the resources which have been poured into the effort.  
 
On 3 January, via Facebook, ABC Friends National asked for feedback about the ABC's 
emergency broadcasts from those affected by the bushfires.  Whilst highly praised, there were 
reports that access to ABC broadcasts was sometimes a problem. 
 
ABC Friends subsequent media release  made an urgent call for the Federal Government to 
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restore funding that guarantees infrastructure and transmission that is vital for emergency 
services broadcasting. It also advised of the launch of a survey (see appendix 1) to obtain 
more formal feedback about access to emergency broadcasts. This survey was delivered on 13 
January via Facebook and via email through our membership and supporter base.  
 
750 people responded to the survey.  
 
91.1% of those surveyed said that the ABC local emergency broadcasts were important 
to them during the crisis. 
 
96.1% of those surveyed said that ABC staff with local knowledge was important to 
them. 
 

1 
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/jan/04/australia-bushfire-coverage-abc-emergency-fire-broadcasts-pr
aised-as-news-corp-goes-on-attack?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other 
 
2https://www.abcfriends.org.au/restore_infrastructure_transmission_funding?utm_campaign=initial_sa_bushfires&utm_
medium=email&utm_source=abcfriends 
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98.5% of those surveyed said that it was important to them that their local ABC outlet 
remain open and well-staffed. 
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A large majority of those who responded felt they were kept very well informed by the ABC 
coverage but there were many people who reported that power outages and mobile phone 
reception loss meant that battery powered radio became even more important.  There were 
some reports of infrastructure damage that affected ABC radio services.  (See Appendix 2 for 
representative comments).  
 
When asked if there was a need for a national plan of additional essential 
communications infrastructure, 95% of respondents said yes.  
 
As one respondent put it, it is essential that everybody has access to good communication, 
“telling people to get a battery radio just doesn’t cut it.” 
 
One respondent said that any review should be led by the ABC, and many respondents said 
the ABC should receive increased funding from the government. 
 
Several people noted that there seemed to be information flow blockages causing vital 
information not to get through in what were described as “life or death” situations. One 
respondent suggested that a central body be formed linking emergency services, radio 
broadcasting, and communities to ensure clear lines of communication and information 
sharing. 
 
On the basis of the feedback from the survey, ABC Friends National calls for a National 
Emergency Communication Plan fully incorporating ABC Emergency Broadcasting 
expertise.  
 
A range of priority areas were suggested by respondents which would be useful when 
considering such a plan.  See Appendix 3. 
 
ABC Friends National hopes you will take the results of this survey into account and seriously 
consider the urgent need to upgrade communications infrastructure nationally in the 
knowledge that bushfire, and other emergencies will continue to happen. 
 
 
Sue Pinnock and Bobbie Mackley  
 
On behalf of ABC Friends National Inc. 
 

 
 
1 February 2020 



 
 
 
Appendices 1, 2 & 3 follow 
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Appendix 1.  ABC Friends National Bushfire Survey Questions 

1. How well are/were you kept informed about specific local alerts, road closures and 
other essential information? 

 
2. Have you experienced problems because of outages or gaps in emergency 

broadcasting?  Please be specific as to where you were when you experienced  
the outage or gap in emergency broadcasting. 

 
3. Are you aware of specific damage to transmission infrastructure in your area?  

Please provide as much detail as you have. 
 

4. Do you consider there is a need for a national plan of additional essential 
communications infrastructure?    Yes/No 

 
5. Please suggest priority action for upgraded communications during  

National Disasters. 
 

Multiple Choice questions.  On a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 is not very and 5 is very much: 

6. How important to you was the ABC local emergency broadcasts during the crisis? 
 

7. How important is it to you that ABC staff with local knowledge convey that information 
to you? 

 
8. How important to you that your local ABC outlet remain open and well-staffed? 

 
 
Appendix 2.  Representative Comments from Survey 
 
ABC Coverage 
 

● Holiday makers found the coverage helpful: 
“We were at our holiday property at Cuttagee on the South Coast when we had to 
evacuate to Bermagui in the middle of the night on NYE due to approaching bushfires. We 
had access to Fires Near Me and Live Traffic but neither of these gave us the immediate 
and current information that the local ABC radio supplied.  The local ABC only reported 
very useful information which helped us to make the right decisions over three very scary 
days.” 
 

● The ABC provided “information about shops that were open, as well as petrol stations  - 
not covered by the RFS bulletins.” 
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When internet and electricity were out, battery powered and car radios become popular, if 
not the only source of information: 
 

● “We lost power and internet for 24 hours on New Year’s Day. Our daggy, old portable 
radio tuned to ABC local was the only source of information. When we had internet, the 
Fire's Near Me app, as good as it is, could not cope.  We could see the Conjola fire, where 
so many houses were lost, but it didn't show on the app.  ABC was our only source of 
information about the communities where our friends and family live” 

 
 
Infrastructure and Service Gaps 
 

● Susie from the Mid North Coast in NSW said that “radio reception was patchy.” 
 

● One respondent from Braidwood NSW said that ABC radio reception “is not reliable in 
all parts of our town, including our house.” 

 
● One resident from Bermagui, in an area hit hard by the fires, said that he rated his 

awareness at “2 out of 10… The local ABC did an awesome job and I only think it could be 
better if they have more information [from public services] to pass on to us.  

 
● Trevor from Bowraville reported that he had no warning: “when fires overwhelmed [his] 

property on November  8th… except a Police helicopter over my head with siren blaring.” 
 

● Geraldine from Leura in the Blue Mountains said that they “can't receive ABC radio 
broadcasts” as there is “no signal”. They depended on the Fires Near Me app which they 
“found to be inaccurate / not updated.” 
 

● Juliet from NSW said that when they were in “Narooma, we lost radio service for a little 
while and it was acutely felt by me and my family. I do not know what caused the outage. 
The power was also out for a while, the shops were closed, the internet was off, so we 
really relied on the calm and professional announcers on the radio to keep us informed 
and let us know we were not alone.” 

 
● Louise from Wandella, NSW was evacuated to Bermagui in the fire crisis on New Year’s 

Eve and said that radio “coverage was patchy.” 
 
 

There were some reports of infrastructure damage that affected ABC radio services: 
 

● In Bermagui NSW, Peter reported that he “heard of specific damage to broadcast 
equipment on Mumbulla Mountain, requiring the radio to be re-tuned.” 
 

● One respondent from Batehaven, Bateman’s Bay in NSW said that they “were upset 
when out local ABC Emergency transmitter tower was burnt out, but used the other 
frequency when advised to until it could return to broadcasting.” 
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● Susan reported that near Maula Bay around New Year’s Eve that “transmission towers 
down and when we could get info it was often too general to make the decisions that we 
needed to e.g. - conditions on Brown Mountain” 
 

● Another respondent from Binya/Tuross Head in NSW said that “The local ABC was 
scratchy at times as [they] understand that transmitters were affected by fire.” 
 

● Fiona from Moruya Heads, NSW reported that she “heard a radio communication tower 
in the area was damaged in the fires.” 
 

● Helen from Mittagong, NSW said that she heard that there was some radio tower 
“damage further down the coast.” 
 

● One respondent said that their “daughter in Broulee was aware of damage in 
Broulee/Batemans Bay area.” 

 
 
Appendix 3. Possible Priority Areas for a Communication Plan 
 
Some of the priority areas suggested were: 
 
Regional radio and communications infrastructure upgrades 

● Fix any radio reception blackspots in regions for emergency radio broadcasts 
● Fireproofing transmission towers 
● Commitments to maintaining the vital AM network 
● Dedicated radio spectrum  
● Mirrored ABC and emergency websites in case of problems 
● Battery powered portable radio and WiFi towers available to be deployed if 

infrastructure is lost 
● Communications infrastructure put underground such as landlines and internet access 
● Satellite driven radio, mobile phone and internet 
● Battery powered mobile reception and WiFi hotspots linked to satellites 
● National WiFi coverage 
● Better mobile phone towers not reliant on mains power  

 
 
Regional ABC centres 

● More regional ABC offices staffed with local journalists 
● More funding for regional ABC offices 

 
Extending ABC emergency broadcasts to commercial network frequencies was also suggested. 
 
 

END 
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