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Introduction 

Madam Speaker, I am pleased to table the ACT Climate Change Council’s 

report ‘Learning from Canberra’s Climate-Fuelled Summer of Crisis’. 

This report was developed by the independent ACT Climate Change Council in 

response to the extreme events we experienced over summer, including 

smoke, fires, extreme heat and the January hailstorm. 

Over summer the ACT simultaneously experienced multiple climate-related 

events, leading to unexpected impacts. For example, the extreme heat 

combined with smoke pollution meant many people, even those whose homes 

are usually relatively comfortable, found their homes did not protect them 

adequately. Renters and low-income households were particularly vulnerable 

due to poor quality rental housing, lack of air-conditioning or inability to use 

air-conditioning due to running costs. 

As we experience climate change, such extreme weather events will 

unfortunately become more frequent and more severe. It is critical that we 

learn from the experience of the summer to ensure we are better prepared in 

future. It is for this reason, so that we can increase our resilience to climate-

driven emergencies, that the Council prepared the report. 

The impacts of summer 2019-20 

As we know, the summer of 2019-20 brought extreme heatwaves, drought, 

bushfires and storms in the ACT. The Council’s report highlights the economic, 

social and environmental impacts of these events.  
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To summarise these impacts: 

- The ACT had its hottest day on record on 4 January at 44°C. Records 

were broken around the country that day, with Penrith recording 48.9°C. 

- In 2019 the ACT’s rainfall was 40% below the long-term average. The 

drought, combined with extreme heat, put pressure on ecosystems and 

created dangerous bushfire conditions.  

- The extent and severity of the bushfires across the country were 

unprecedented. The Orroral Valley fire burned 80% of Namadgi National 

Park, including sensitive areas, such as alpine bogs and fens.  

- For many weeks, thick smoke pollution hung over our city. On several 

days Canberra had the worst air quality of any city in the world, 

recording extremely hazardous levels of particulate pollution. 

- Research published in the Medical Journal of Australia in March 2020 

suggests smoke pollution during the bushfire crisis may have killed more 

than 400 people across Australia, including around 30 in the ACT. 

- On 20 January a severe hailstorm caused extensive damage to buildings 

and vehicles. More than 87,000 insurance claims were lodged in South 

Eastern Australia with estimated losses at $894 million. Around 50,000 

of these claims were in the ACT, equating to potential estimated losses 

of over $500 million. 

About the report 

In this context, the Council undertook to study these events through the 

experiences of Canberra residents and the expertise of various discipline 

specialists. 
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To inform the report, Council ran community engagement activities during 

March 2020, including three community forums and a survey of relevant 

experts. The report also draws on the expertise of Council members, who are 

all well-regarded experts in their fields. 

Engagement findings 

The Council’s engagement with the community through the three workshops 

identified recurring themes, suggestions and concerns in the areas of mental 

health and wellbeing, access to information, community connection, and the 

built environment. 

Mental health and wellbeing 

- Workshop participants identified strong negative physical health, mental 

health and wellbeing impacts of the extended period of smoke pollution, 

extreme heat and fire risk. Many people reported experiencing fear, 

frustration, uncertainty, grief and panic during this time. 

Access to information 

- Access to timely and accurate information was identified as a high 

priority. In general, there was positive feedback on the availability and 

quality of fire mapping and the communications by the Emergency 

Services Agency and ESA Commissioner Georgina Whelan. Suggestions 

were made about improving availability of first-hand citizen reports, 

better information on road closures and improving the timeliness and 

resolution of air quality data. 
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Community connection 

- Another recurring theme at the workshops was the importance of 

community connections during times of crisis. Attendees suggested that 

community members would have benefited from being more actively 

involved and empowered to assist. 

Built environment 

- Community members highlighted the need to improve the quality of 

existing and new buildings, both for resilience to extreme heat and air 

tightness (for smoke pollution). 

Council’s recommendations 

The Council drew on these community insights, along with the expert survey 

and their own expertise, to develop 22 recommendations across five themes. 

The report and recommendations reflect the all pervasive effects climate 

change has on government operations and the broader community, and our 

built and natural environments. 

Key recommendations of the report include: 

- Firstly, under the theme ‘The pathway to healing’ 

o Learn from community members and organisations to understand 

how to better support residents to prepare for disaster and 

extreme events; and.  

o Work with businesses to plan for crises to minimise economic and 

social impacts. 

- Under the theme of communication: 
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o Create an emergency information dashboard to provide clear and 

timely information to the community; and 

o Support the provision of independent information on climate 

change. 

- Under the theme of Natural Habitat: 

o Undertake a natural landscape inventory to record the status of 

ecosystems and habitats.  

o Actively diversify the landscape to produce a mosaic of different 

environments to increase landscape resilience, using hazard 

reduction burns and other methods to manage fire risk.  

o Plan to exclude fire from sensitive areas and establish a seed bank 

to enable regeneration of species impacted by more frequent and 

severe fires. 

- Under the theme of Urban Canopy: 

o Work to ensure equity of access to trees between old and new 

suburbs and that street trees are suited to the future climate.  

o Build public understanding of living infrastructure through 

ongoing communication 

o Establish a fund for the maintenance of trees and gardens in new 

developments; and  

o address regulations that inhibit roof and vertical gardens. 

- Under the theme of the Built Environment: 

o Address insulation, glazing, sealing and the adequacy of heating 

and cooling equipment in the new energy performance standards 

for rental properties.  
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o Conduct an active program to improve the energy efficiency of 

existing buildings and introduce a best-practice scheme to ensure 

compliance with the National Construction Code.  

o Identify and publicise crisis refuges for extreme heat and smoke 

events well ahead of an approaching crisis. 

The recommendations are valuable, and I am pleased to say the ACT 

Government is already working with the community on many issues raised in 

the report.  And since the tabling of the report the Government has made 

decisions and announcements particularly in addressing Urban Canopy and our 

Urban Forest.   

The recovery work that we have seen already in Namadgi picks up many of the 

themes raised in the report.  And I wish to acknowledge the work done by the 

Parkcare and Catchment Groups as part of the recovery.  

Conclusion 

This report is a timely reminder that we cannot afford to lose momentum in 

response to the Climate Emergency.  

We can be proud of everything we have achieved in reducing our emissions 

and adapting to climate change impacts so far. But there is much more we 

need to do, and the recent summer is evidence that we have no time to waste. 

Madam Speaker, I commend the Council’s ‘Summer of Crisis’ report to the 

Assembly.  


