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by CAPTAIN KOALA

Brigade support or District resource?
A system under strain

HOMERTON WINS 
DISTRICT 4 AWARD
A highlight of the recent District 4 VFBV AGM was the pres-

entation of the esteemed Frank Angelino Trophy, a tradition
that honours outstanding contributions by a District 4 brigade.

For an organisation built on
the strength of its volunteers,
the way brigades are sup-
ported should always matter.
Yet one of the core support
mechanisms within the CFA,
the brigade support function,
has remained largely
untouched for more than a
quarter of a century. That
alone should give rise to a
rethink about how to best
deliver the support.

The original concept of
structured brigade support
emerged in the late 1990s
through the establishment of
the Community Support
Facilitator role. These posi-
tions were designed with a
clear and deliberate purpose,
to provide direct, localised
support to individual volun-
teer fire brigades. The intent
was practical and grounded. It
was about being present,
working alongside brigades,
supporting captains and man-
agement teams, and helping
volunteers navigate the grow-
ing administrative and organi-
sational demands.

At the time, this was a for-
ward-thinking initiative. It
recognised that brigades
needed more than trucks and
training. They needed support
systems that strengthened
their ability to operate effec-
tively and sustainably. Espe-
cially in growing areas where
the complexity and challenges
were increasing rapidly. 

Over time, that model
shifted. Through enterprise
bargaining negotiations and
broader organisational
change, the Community Sup-
port Facilitator role was
changed into what is now
known as the Brigade Admin-
istrative Support Officer. This
was more than a change in
title. It reflected a reposition-
ing of the role within the
organisation. 

Today, these positions are
formally described as provid-
ing administrative and cus-
tomer service support to
brigades and their volunteers.
On paper, that still aligns with
the original intent. In practice,
the shift into an operational
enterprise agreement envi-
ronment, along with restric-
tions on operational and com-
munity-facing activities, has
narrowed the scope of what
these roles has been able to
do.

Perhaps the most significant
change has been where and
how these roles are deployed.
Originally, brigade support
staff were closely aligned with
brigades. They were accessi-
ble, visible, and responsive to
local needs. Captains could
influence priorities, and rela-
tionships were built on prox-
imity and trust. These posi-
tions in the majority were
based in CFA volunteer fire
brigades and was a constant

presence in supporting cap-
tains and management teams
to continue to support their
community. 

There was an evolution
when these positions were
moved to a catchment based
role and worked closely with
the then Operations Officer
now Commander roles. 

Today, the brigade support
staff are largely based within
district offices. Workloads are
increasingly driven by district
priorities rather than directly
by brigades. The result is that
many brigades no longer feel
they have the same level of
access or influence over the
support they receive.

This raises a fundamental
question about whether these
roles are still providing true
brigade support or whether
they have become part of a
broader district-based admin-
istrative workforce.

At its core, brigade support
was never intended to be a
substitute for brigade capabil-
ity. It was intended to build it.
The role of support staff was
to assist, but also to identify
gaps and strengthen the long-
term resilience of brigades.

A simple example illus-
trates the point. A brigade
might seek assistance to draft
a letter to a stakeholder. A
support officer could com-
plete that task, and often that
is appropriate. But a strong
support model would not stop
there. It would recognise the
gap and work with the
brigade to build that capabil-
ity for the future.

Where brigades become
reliant on support staff to per-
form these tasks on an ongo-
ing basis, the outcome is not
capability building. It is
dependency. Over time, that
undermines the resilience the
program was designed to cre-
ate.

A similar shift can be seen
in volunteer recruitment.
Twenty-five years ago,
brigade support staff would
often be present alongside
volunteers at recruitment dis-
plays in shopping centres or
community events. They
would actively coach brigade
members on how to engage
with the public, build confi-
dence, and help turn interest
into actual sign-ups.

Today, the model is quite
different. Support staff are
more likely to assist by organ-
ising access to posters and
recruitment materials, while
brigades are expected to
undertake the engagement
themselves.

This is a critical difference.
At a time when volunteer
organisations are finding it
harder than ever to attract
members, it would be reason-

able to expect increased sup-
port, not less. The move from
hands-on engagement to a
largely resource-based
approach represents a step
away from capability building.

At the same time, there are
growing pressures within the
broader CFA operating
model that are having a direct
impact on the ability of
Brigade Administrative Sup-
port Officers to provide
meaningful support. As dis-
cussed in previous articles,
ongoing gaps in commander
positions and constant
changes in the Assistant Chief
Fire Officer role are creating
strain within the district struc-
ture.

Those pressures do not
remain isolated. Increasingly
Brigade Administrative Sup-
port Officers are being asked
to take on tasks that would
traditionally have sat with
commanders or senior opera-
tional staff.

The consequence is pre-
dictable. Time that should be
spent supporting brigades is
redirected into sustaining the
district model. The more this
occurs, the further the role
drifts from its original pur-
pose.

This is not about individu-
als. It is about system pres-
sure. When leadership capac-
ity is stretched, the organisa-
tion adapts. But without clear
boundaries, that adaptation
can erode core functions.

In this case, it is the erosion
of direct brigade support.

The structure itself has not
kept pace with the broader
changes across the CFA. The
organisation has evolved sig-
nificantly over the past 25
years, but the brigade support
model has not undergone any
meaningful review.

At the same time, volun-
teer-focused roles have
emerged, often focused on
statewide programs such as
recruitment and retention.
These initiatives are impor-
tant, but they are not the
same as direct brigade sup-
port. Even where some of
these roles have moved into
regions, their focus has largely
remained program-based
rather than brigade-focused.

This creates a disconnect.
Brigades need practical,
accessible support that under-
stands their local context.
Program level work has value,
but it does not replace the
day-to-day support that helps
brigades function effectively.

Another factor that has not
been adequately considered is
the role of groups. Groups
now play a far more signifi-
cant role in coordination and
leadership across brigades.
Any serious review of brigade
support must consider how
support is provided not just to
brigades, but to groups as

well.
All of this points to a clear

need for governance atten-
tion. A program that has not
been reviewed in more than
26 years represents a gap that
cannot be ignored. The CFA
Board has a responsibility to
ensure that the organisation’s
systems remain fit for pur-
pose, particularly when they
relate so directly to volun-
teers.

At its core, this comes down
to a simple principle. If volun-
teers are the backbone of the
CFA, then supporting them
should be a frontline priority.
That support should not only
help them meet today’s chal-
lenges but also build their
capacity for the future. 

The original brigade sup-
port model understood that.
The question now is whether
the current model still does,
and if it does not, what needs
to change.

This year, the award was
presented by Frank’s son
Councillor Wayne Angelino
to Homerton Fire Brigade,
this being accepted Captain
Becca Mizzi.

Homerton Fire Brigade is a
small, highly committed
brigade, with 27 members and
a new member was approved
on 16 April 2026. Captain
Becca was very surprised to
accept the award and said she
wished fellow members had
been in attendance at the
evening but looked forward
to taking the trophy back to
the station to share with the
team.

The presentation was made
even more special by having
Frank’s son Wayne present
the trophy and speak about
his father and what CFA
meant to him and the family.

The Frank Angelino Trophy
commemorates the service of
Frank Angelino, who joined
CFA on 8 January 1957 and
served until 30 January 2003.
Frank played a crucial role as

Communications Officer,
coordinating emergency
efforts from the fire tower
and working closely with both
CFA and the Forest Commis-
sion.

Known for his strong com-
munity values, Frank often
took the initiative to contact
local farmers directly when
fires were detected on their
properties, allowing them the
opportunity to respond
swiftly. His family fondly
recalls the construction of a
new fire tower in 1976 which
was named the Mt Clay fire
tower, a milestone in his long
and devoted service.

Over his 35 years of service,
Frank embodied dedication
and care, leaving a legacy that
continues to inspire. His con-
tributions as both a Fire Spot-
ter and Communications
Officer remain a benchmark
for commitment to commu-
nity safety.
Captain Becca accepts the pres-
tigious award on the brigade’s 

behalf from Wayne Angelino

CFA BOARD POSITIONS:
VFBV NOMINEES

The CFA Act recognises that it is important that the CFA Board has strong volunteer expertise,
knowledge and an understanding of CFA volunteers. To support this, four of the skills-based CFA
Board members are appointed by the Minister for Emergency Services from a panel of names sub-
mitted by VFBV. This year, the terms of two volunteer nominees will expire in December 2026, with
both members eligible for re-appointment. One is for a volunteer from brigades predominantly
serving rural communities, and the other being for a volunteer from brigades predominantly serv-
ing urban communities.
CFA volunteers who believe they have the skills, experience and capacity to make a contribution
to the Board of CFA are invited to apply. In addition to volunteer experience and knowledge, selec-
tion will have regard to any of the following - knowledge of or experience in; commercial; technical;
operational; legal or financial matters; expertise in fire or emergency management; land manage-
ment; or any other field relevant to the performance of the functions of the CFA.
VFBV is seeking applications from gender and culturally diverse candidates in addition to a diverse
range of skills and experience including applications from diverse brigade types and classifica-
tions.
Members should familiarise themselves with the CFA Board Charter and further information on the
application process is available from the VFBV website or via the office at (03) 9886 1141.
A closing date for applications will be advised shortly. 

Team effort
Firefighters have battled a

blaze at a gas-fired power
plant at Bairnsdale which
broke out during routine
maintenance on 27 April at
1423 hours.

CFA brigades responding
were Bairnsdale, Mount Tay-
lor, Sarsfield and Perry Bridge
with assistance from FRV. 

Crews arrived to a challeng-
ing and fast moving incident,
quickly getting to work to
attack the fire, protect critical
infrastructure and prevent
further spread. This was made
more difficult with the blaze
being about 20 metres off the
ground.

Thanks to a coordinated
effort the fire was successfully
contained and brought under
control.

Bairnsdale Fire Brigade
extends its appreciation to all
assisting brigades and agen-
cies stating that incidents like
this highlight the importance
of teamwork, training and
rapid response.


