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OFFICIAL  
PDR: MS21-000409 

DEPARTMENT OF THE PRIME MINISTER AND CABINET 

OFFICIAL  

To:  Assistant Minister to the Prime Minister and Cabinet 

NATIONAL EMERGENCY MEDAL – BUSHFIRES 2019-20 - DISCUSSION WITH 
MS REBEKHA SHARKIE MP  

Purpose: To discuss medallic recognition 
for Mayo constituents who did not meet the 
eligibility criteria for the National 
Emergency Medal Bushfires 2019-20 
Declaration 2020. 

Timing and Venue: Tuesday 23 March 
2021, Meeting Venue - TBA 

Our Proposed Objectives: (Talking points are at Attachment A) 

• To outline the consultation process undertaken to support the Committee in agreeing
eligibility criteria for the Bushfires 2019-20 Declaration for the National Emergency
Medal (NEM).

• To advise Ms Sharkie of other awards available to the constituents of Mayo who are not
eligible for the award of the NEM for service rendered during the 2019-20 Bushfires.

Their Objectives: (Biography is at Attachment B) 

• Amendments to the National Emergency Medal (Bushfires 2019-20) Declaration 2020 to
include all Local Government Areas (LGA) in South Australia as areas of operations.

• To ensure her constituents, specifically South Australian-based Australian Defence Force
(ADF) members, are eligible to receive the award of the NEM.

Key Points: 

Adjustment to eligibility requirements for Kangaroo Island, SA: 

• The Bushfires 2019-20 was declared a nationally-significant emergency for the purpose
of the National Emergency Medal on 2 December 2020 under the National Emergency
Medal (Bushfires 2019-20) Declaration 2020 (Attachment D).

: To be eligible service must be in the geographic area, within the qualifying period 
for a minimum duration and must be in the protection of lives and property or in 
the service of interests that are not their own in direct response to the emergency 
(including support that enables or facilitates the emergency response). 

• Following feedback from members of the public, the National Emergency Medal
Committee considered advice from Emergency Management Australia and the
Government of South Australia on the eligibility dates for the Local Government Area
(LGA) of Kangaroo Island in South Australia to accurately reflect the complete period of
time when fires impacted the Island.

• On the basis of this advice the Committee recommended the eligibility period for the
LGA of Kangaroo Island be amended from 20 November 2019 - 6 January 2020, to
20 November 2019 – 6 February 2020.

PM&C 
Secretary 
Ms Foster 
Mr Rush 
Mr Philp 
Mr Martin 

PMO 
Dr Kunkel 

AMO 

FOI/2026/211 - Document 2

s 22(1)(a)(ii)

s 22(1)(a)(ii)



OFFICIAL  

OFFICIAL  
2 

• The Governor-General agreed to the amendment National Emergency Medal (Bushfires
2019-20) Amendment (Kangaroo Island) Declaration 2020 (Attachment E) on
18 December 2020 and it was gazetted on 13 January 2021.

Consultation for developing eligibility criteria 

• The National Emergency Medal Regulations 2011 outline the process for making
recommendations for a nationally significant event to be declared and the functions of the
NEM Committee.

• A function of the Committee is to advise the Minister whether an emergency should be
declared a nationally significant emergency and provide details including: the duration of
the emergency; the type of service that a person is required to have completed to qualify
for the award; and the minimum duration of service that a person is required to complete.

• As part of its assessment process, the National Emergency Medal Committee considers
the scale and community impact of the disaster, as well as the nature of the deployment
and service response that was required during the emergency.

• A wide range of emergency services and government organisations are consulted and
prepare detailed submissions for consideration.

Mandatory call out for ADF Reservists 

• At the request of the Government, the Governor-General issued a call out order for
Operation Bushfire Assist, with effect from 4 January 2020.

• Defence advises that the Bushfires 2019-20 emergency was a whole-of-government
response, in part supported by Defence.

• In conjunction with regular ADF members, reservists formed part of a joint taskforce
according to their skill set. As the ADF are not trained in firefighting, this did not include
firefighter duties.

• As the State and Territory governments remained the primary responders for the
emergency, the call out for reservists was to enhance the ADF capacity to respond to
multiple or sequential large-scale requests for support.

• During the compulsory call out, there were reservists who undertook training but were not
actively involved in the emergency on the fire ground.

• The compulsory call out was revoked on 7 February 2020.

Composition of the NEM Committee

• The NEM Committee comprises five members, including three community members
appointed by the Governor-General on the advice of the Minister with responsibility for
Australian honours, and two ex-officio members.

• The NEM Committee is chaired by Commissioner Shane Fitzsimmons AFSM.

• Other members are:
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o the two ex-officio members Mr Rob Cameron OAM (EMA) and Mr John Reid
PSM (PM&C)

o Ms Andrea Heath (Community Member) and one community position is
vacant.

• The NEM Committee is scheduled to next meet in early June 2021.

Other medals that constituents of Mayo may be eligible for

• The Department of Defence has a suite of awards available for regular ADF members and
reservists that may be awarded, including the Conspicuous Service awards.  Through the
Defence Commendation Scheme a member may be recognised for outstanding or
exceptional achievement, or specific acts of bravery, by Defence personnel.

• Constituents of Mayo who served with other emergency service organisations, such as the
Country Fire Service may be acknowledged with the South Australian Emergency
Services Medal, which is awarded to an individual who has demonstrated distinguished or
meritorious service in recognition of their contribution to the emergency services. The
Ministerial Commendation recognises significant effort, bravery or service and is
awarded for meritorious or courageous action.

• Additionally, Chief Officer’s Commendation may be awarded by the Chief Officer to an
individual, groups of individuals, brigade, group or section of the South Australian
Country Fire Service or some other individual or body, for outstanding or exemplary
service in operations or actions in operations.

Sensitivities: 

• PM&C have been advised by the Department of Defence that approximately 3000 ADF
members (including Reservists) will not qualify for the award of the NEM.

• There are approximately 300 members of the ADF who deployed to the Adelaide Hills
LGA whose dates of service will not fall between 20 November 2020 and 6 January 2021
listed in the Declaration. Many of these members were based at Woodside Army Barracks,
located in the electorate of Mayo.

• We have been advised by the Honours and Awards Secretariat at Government House that
the Country Fire Authority have consulted the NEM Secretariat and are seeking advice on
the steps required to request the NEM Committee review the dates of eligibility for the
Adelaide Hills LGA.

• We understand that the eligible dates for the Adelaide Hills LGA may be tabled for review
at the next NEM Committee meeting.

Background:  (Further information is at Attachment C) 

• The National Emergency Medal, established in 2011, is an operational service medal in
the Australian honours system awarded to first responders to emergencies that are deemed
nationally significant. The NEM recognises service in direct response to a nationally
significant emergency, not the recovery phase.
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• The Committee operates independently from the Government, supported by the Australian
Honours and Awards Secretariat, a branch of the Office of the Official Secretary to the
Governor-General.

Alex Philp 
A/g Assistant Secretary 
Parliamentary and Government 
Branch 
19 March 2021 

Contact Officer:  

Consultation: Department of Defence,
OOSGG

NOTED: 

Date: 
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ATTACHMENT A 

TALKING POINTS 

• Firstly I would like to acknowledge the outstanding contribution from our emergency
services during the bushfire emergency last year. The service of volunteers and paid
responders was extraordinary in their support for communities in bushfire affected areas
across Australia.

• I understand that you are seeking a reassessment of the criteria for the National
Emergency Medal (Bushfires 2019-20) Declaration 2020 to consider extending the area
of operations to all Local Government Areas in South Australia.

o When the NEM Committee met to determine the eligibility criteria for the Bushfires
Declaration, they reviewed a substantial amount of information in relation to each
bushfire region, prepared after comprehensive consultation was undertaken with a
wide range of emergency services and government organisations, and in close
consultation with Emergency Management Australia (EMA).

o The NEM Committee is chaired by Commissioner Shane Fitzsimmons AFSM, who
has extensive operational experience in bushfire management, through his previous
role as Commissioner for the Rural Fire Service in NSW.

• On the advice of the NEM Committee, I made a recommendation to the
Governor-General to expand the dates between which eligible service may occur for the
Local Government Area of Kangaroo Island.

o Consequently an amendment to the Declaration was made changing the eligible date
range for Kangaroo Island to 20 November 2019 – 6 February 2020.

• The NEM Committee provided this advice after consultation was undertaken with EMA
and an independent review by the Government of South Australia.

• The National Emergency Medal recognises service in direct response to a nationally
significant emergency, not during the recovery phase.

o Eligible service must be in the protection of lives and property, or in the service of
interests, that are not their own, in direct response to the emergency, including
support that enabled or facilitated the emergency response.

o Defence personnel who served in a Headquarters or operational function during the
qualifying period will be eligible for the award. As enhanced technology enables
support staff to assist the efforts of those on the front line remotely/from greater
distances, it is important that we acknowledge these individuals and the role they
played in support of operations on the fire ground.

• The NEM is a civilian honour in the Australian honours system. Individuals must satisfy
all criteria to be eligible for the award, including being in the area of operation during the
specified period for the specified number of days.

o The Department of Defence are currently compiling a list of ADF members and
reservists who satisfy the eligibility criteria as nominations require verification from
their deploying organisation.
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o Unfortunately not all ADF members will be eligible for the award of the NEM.

o ADF members may apply for the NEM for ‘significant service’. A nomination under
this criteria would require verification from the Department of Defence and an
assessment would be made as to the significant nature of their contribution.

o Under provisions in the NEM Regulations, I am advised by the Committee on the
proposed eligibility criteria for an event to be included in the Declaration.

• You are welcome to write to the NEM Committee with your recommendation and they
will provide me appropriate advice on the matter.

• There are a number of mechanisms available for constituents of Mayo to recognise
service during the bushfires. These include the Defence Commendation Scheme and the
South Australia Government Emergency Services Medal and the internal Commendation
program established by the SA Country Fire Service.
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ATTACHMENT B 

BIOGRAPHY 

Ms Sharkie is an independent member of the House of Representatives, representing the 
electorate of Mayo in South Australia.  

The Electorate of Mayo encompasses the area south and east of Adelaide and also 
incorporates the areas of Adelaide Hills, Florieau Peninsular and Kangaroo Island. 
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ATTACHMENT C 

BACKGROUND 

• The National Emergency Medal, established in 2011, is an operational service medal in
the Australian honours system awarded to first responders to emergencies that are deemed
nationally significant. The National Emergency Medal recognises service in direct
response to a nationally significant emergency, not during the recovery phase.

• The Committee operates independently from the Government, supported by the Australian
Honours and Awards Secretariat, a branch of the Office of the Official Secretary to the
Governor-General.

• Eligibility criteria for the award of the National Emergency Medal is approved by the
Governor-General on the recommendation of the Minister with responsibility for
Australian honours. When exercising this responsibility, in accordance with the National
Emergency Medal Regulations 2011, the Minister is advised by the National Emergency
Medal Committee.

• The Committee operates independently from the Government, supported by the Australian
Honours and Awards Secretariat, a branch of the Office of the Official Secretary to the
Governor-General.

• Awards may be made for ‘sustained’ or ‘significant’ service.

o Sustained service is awarded to those who have rendered sustained service in the
declared nationally-significant emergency for the purpose of the Medal. The criteria
for sustained service stipulates what constitutes ‘sustained service’ for each emergency
and is determined by the National Emergency Medal Committee, in considering advice
from relevant organisations and jurisdictions.  The minimum duration for sustained
service is five days during the periods when the fires were at their most severe in the
identified Local Government Areas.

o Significant service is awarded to those who rendered significant service in the
nationally-significant emergency. The significant service criteria stipulates that the
service must be extraordinary. The Committee considers each nomination on a case-
by-case basis before making a recommendation to the Governor-General. Applicants
do not need to meet the sustained service criteria to be eligible to apply for significant
service (e.g. minimum duration of service, eligible dates of service).
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