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I would like to begin by acknowledging that we are meeting on the lands of the 

Gadigal people of the Eora Nation and to acknowledge Elders past and present. I 

pay my respects to any Aboriginal people here today.  

The theme of my address this morning is ‘Strengthening Organisations’ but the 

strength that I will talk about is not the physical brawn or toughness that is often 

associated with frontline emergency services work. It is the individual, collective and 

organisational strength that comes from being bold and brave enough to create 

change in the make-up of your people; to disrupt the exclusive structures that can 

underpin and shape your workforce; the physical environment that can be accessible 

for some but alienating for others; and the way in which you understand that safety is 

not just about operational or technical safety but how safe people who are not from 

the dominant, homogenous culture feel; and how respected, how included, how 

enabled they are to contribute to a modern and diverse emergency service sector. 

Emergency services the world over are changing to meet new environmental 

challenges and different responsibilities, focusing not just on critical responsiveness 

but proactive community engagement and fire prevention. They need a diverse, agile 

workforce to respond to these changes. They need to capture the breadth of skill and 

talent in our labour market and they should be reflective of the communities that they 

serve. 

The connection between human rights and the emergency services sector was partly 

driven by the Australian Human Rights Commission 2012 landmark review into 

women in the Australian Defence Force. That work was led by the Former Sex 

Discrimination Commissioner, Elizabeth Broderick, and was part of the push to 

address women’s treatment that came off the now infamous ‘Skype affair’ in which a 

young female cadet at the ADF Academy was videoed without her knowledge having 

sex with a male peer. One of the man’s friends streamed the footage on Skype to 
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others at the academy sparking a major inquiry that also uncovered sex abuse and 

assault on women in the force from the most senior echelons. The findings of the 

Review motivated the ‘Morrison moment’, a YouTube message that went viral by 

former Chief of Army, David Morrison, who said: “The standard you walk past is that 

standard you accept. That goes for all of us but especially those who by their rank 

have a leadership role.” 

The ADF Review also uncovered deep attitudinal and structural biases that prioritised 

a particular type of combatant or group – that is, the ideal of the heroic, brave and 

mysterious all-male unit. This describes a mythology, a deeply embedded idea about 

who is best suited to fight for our country, who is best placed to keep us safe – it 

prioritises the tip of the spear, the sharp and critical end. It elevates raw strength over 

technique or skill, responsiveness over prevention. 

And the world over – that archetype is strongest in the fire services. 

What that means is that in organisational cultures that are very male dominated, 

characterised by action, command and control, we are failing to recruit and retain 

from the best talent pool (that will bring a diverse way of thinking, responding, 

planning and engaging) and in doing so, we are failing to engage new capabilities 

and to create modern, fair and sustainable emergency services. That’s the diversity 

argument, if you like.  

Over the past 12 months, during the course of the Commission’s Independent 

Review into Equity and Diversity in CFA and MFB, we have spoken to hundreds of 

men and women who have a role in the agencies. Many have spoken about their 

brigade or station as a family. There is great pride, great loyalty and a very strong 

sense of connection. But there is a flip side – families can be exclusive; they can be 

very picky about who they let in. And many families are in some way dysfunctional, 

but that dysfunction often happens behind closed doors. Organisational cultures that 

have critically low levels of diversity are more likely to have high levels of 

discrimination where people who don’t conform to the stereotype will often feel 

sidelined, excluded and looked over. These people will often experience high levels 

of stress and harm as result. As confronting as that may be, I expect that is 

happening in many emergency service organisations that are represented in this 

room here today. 
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You can argue the case for improving equity and diversity in a number of ways. It can 

be rationalised from a productivity perspective: that workplace harm limits an 

employee’s ability to perform at his or her best, that it increases absenteeism and 

impacts performance.  

You can argue it from a personal perspective: that we wouldn’t accept bad behaviour 

if it was levelled at the people that we love, our mother, sister, daughter, brother.  

And of course, there’s a strong legal argument: that discrimination and sexual 

harassment breach workplace laws and, in some cases, amount to criminal conduct.  

Finally, and unique to this context, you can very rightly point out that emergency 

services personnel are respected as leaders in our community and the standards that 

we accept from them are the standards we accept for all of society.  

But there is a far more basic and fundamental argument for why gender equity 

matters – and it goes beyond productivity, personal connections, the law or 

community expectations.  

It is one that strikes me when I look around this room – it is that we are all human 

and we all deserve to be treated with respect.  

For some women or people from minority groups – LGBTI, people with disabilities, 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, people from different cultures – respect 

is hard won. We are born into a world that has a lower bar for how some are treated 

compared to others, and that maps out across all facets of our lives – be it personal 

relationships, education, sport or work.  

The very strongest and bravest leadership is required to drive reform. I know some of 

you are already doing it. We have to be prepared to step outside the perspective of 

how we see the world and put ourselves in that other person’s shoes. Treat your 

experience of the world, of your workplace as provisional. That is an act of 

imagination, an act of empathy and an act of true leadership.  

I started in my role as the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights 

Commissioner a little over a year ago. To be honest I did not think I would be as 

deep in control and command as I am. I did not think I would learn about beep tests, 

shuttle runs, brigade culture and the very intriguing environment that is Victoria’s fire 

services right now.  
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As many of you will know, in 2015, the Victorian Government commissioned the 

O’Byrne Review into the resourcing, operations, management and culture of 

Victoria’s fire services. The Review made 20 recommendations, including a 

recommendation: 

That the fire services take the lead in advancing the sector’s collective 

effort to increase diversity in the sector, through making a genuine and 

public commitment to understanding and addressing harassment and 

discriminatory practices and behaviours in their organisations, and 

launching a process for doing so. 

In response, the Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission 

(Commission) was engaged to undertake an independent review into equity and 

diversity into the CFA and MFB. 

At the time that we started the Review, there were 4 per cent women in the MFB and 

about 14 per cent in the CFA. This is critically low – it is low compared with other 

emergency services and it is low compared with fire services in other jurisdictions. It 

has stayed critically low despite initiatives in both organisations to encourage more 

women to join and people from more diverse backgrounds. Our job is to understand 

why and how to change it.  

There is similar work happening in the UK, Canada, the US and Sweden – where 

attempts are being made – as former UK fire fighter, Dave Baigent, describes it – to 

“move the fire services image away from the white male heterosexual firefighter who 

kicks down doors to save lives, towards an image of a proactive service in which 

women and men representing a range of ethnicities and sexualities will be in the 

future seen as arriving before the fires and emergencies, and save lives by knocking 

on doors to speak to people about how to prevent emergencies.”1 

Our work with fire came off the back of a similar review that we did with Victoria 

Police.  

In 2014, we were approached by the then Chief Commissioner of Victoria Police, Ken 

Lay. He came to us with serious concerns about predatory behaviour within the 

                                                           

1 Dave Baigent et al, 'Institutional Patriarchy, Auto-Critique and Resilience: A Comparative Gaze', in Mathias 
Ericson and Ulf Mellström (eds), Masculinities, Gender Equality and Crisis Management (Taylor and Francis, 
2016), p.76. 
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organisation. At the time there were a couple of very serious and public sexual 

assault cases that had occurred within the force. 

It was also around the time that Victoria Police was positioning itself as a leader in 

responding to family violence. Ken, and a number of other senior leaders, knew that 

for Victoria Police to be leaders of this community change, it needed to have its own 

house in order. It had to properly understand the prevalence and drivers of sex 

discrimination, abuse and sexual harassment within its own force. 

Importantly, Victoria Police recognised that for this work to be taken seriously, it 

could not happen behind closed doors. It had to be done within full public sight and it 

needed to be independent.  

We started this work in 2015. We undertook an extensive body of research on the 

prevalence and drivers of sex discrimination and harassment, with a view to making 

recommendations for systemic change.  

Central to our work in this was the commitment to listen and learn. 

Victoria Police is an organisation of nearly 20,000 people – it is, by population size, 

like its own city. It is an organisation with a deep and long history of policing and 

serving the Victorian community. It is, in so many ways, unique. It has its own 

structures, bodies and language. It is a vocation to which people dedicate their entire 

working careers. And often it is a career that is intergenerational – there are 

bloodlines, in the truest sense of the word, that bond some members.  

For sworn members, it is job that is, rightfully, subject to immense scrutiny. And it is 

one where the presence of immediate danger is unrelenting. The culture is almost a 

living and breathing thing in Victoria Police.  

We had to learn, in intimate detail, how the organisation worked and how this drove 

not only the behaviours to which our inquiry related, but Victoria Police’s ability to 

respond at a systemic level. Before devising a plan, we had to understand what real 

practical levers for change existed.  

We drove to small community centres in far-flung regional areas to hear women 

speak in the strictest confidence about experiences that not even their partners or 

best friends had heard. Women from all ranks and levels spoke frankly about the 
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harm they had witnessed and suffered, and of the pervasive culture that had left 

them feeling sidelined and disillusioned.  

We heard stories about the senior sergeant who would slap his female co-workers on 

the bottom as he walked past them. One policewoman told us that everyone knew 

what her boss was like and when his behaviour became too outrageous, he was 

dressed up for ‘export’ and transferred to another station for a while but would then 

come back.  

This type of normalised behaviour and culture has implications not only for the way 

women are treated and but also the way in which women are recruited, retained and 

developed in the organisation. It has ramifications for the way in which people police.  

Family violence is a highly gendered crime. How can you expect a force to deal 

comprehensively with family violence in an environment where women are 

undermined, undervalued, under promoted? 

As an almost incidental by-product of this work towards systemic change, listening to 

and documenting these stories served a function of justice in and of itself. Many of 

the women we spoke to through the review process had never complained – not 

because they hadn’t suffered, but because they knew the consequences they would 

face.  

They knew what happened to women who spoke out; that their careers suffered 

because ‘police don’t dob in their mates’ and it just showed that ‘you couldn’t hack it’. 

Although ‘loyalty’ and having each other’s back were seen as core and admirable 

characteristics they did not apply when women were subjected to sexual harassment. 

In fact, to complain about this treatment was an act of disloyalty. 

As in many organisations, the Review found that the culture reflected the 

organisational processes and approaches to work and the processes reflected the 

culture in a mutually enforcing and impenetrable compact. 

We made 20 recommendations. Victoria Police accepted all of them.  

The scale of the work since has been phenomenal. Victoria Police have established 

a dedicated Command, led by an Assistant Commissioner. They have set 
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governance structures informed by experts on gender equality and they are in regular 

contact with the Commission seeking advice on the intent and direction of the 

recommendations.  

The Chief Commissioner made a heartfelt and resounding apology for the harm that 

past and present staff have endured and committed to transforming the organisation. 

They have started baseline reporting against a number of gender equity measures, 

including understanding the gender pay gap at different levels of the force. They 

have shepherded through legislative changes to protect victims through the 

employment appeals process. 

Just recently they announced a 50:50 gender recruitment policy. And as part of the 

new investment in police there will be a 200 plus member workforce, which will be a 

floating parental leave backfill force to provide support for flexible working 

arrangements and light duties. 

Just recently I finalised the 300 page draft audit of how police are implementing the 

recommendations. The audit was crucial in the change process – in that there was 

an independent external body that was measuring the progress against the 

implementation of the recommendations. It was a powerful symbol of accountability. 

The audit involved us meeting with around 70 key personnel from across Victoria 

Police, external stakeholders, to assess progress to date and identify obstacles to 

change. We reviewed over 1500 documents containing changes to policies, project 

plans and feedback sessions. The audit will be published on 25 September this year. 

Change of this scale is a long ball game. The real challenge here is to keep the work 

fresh and vital, to continue to push and prompt and provoke in a way that respects 

but can also challenge the working environment. 

Every person in that organisation has responsibility for change. Culture does not live 

in HR or with the CEO, it lives with everyone but they need to understand what part 

of it they must play. They need to know why they are embarking on the process – it is 

not political correctness gone mad. It is about making the organisation more capable, 

more resilient, more respectful, more reflective of the community it serves.  

For the emergency services sector, there are lessons we can draw from this work in 

terms of how to effect systemic change. As a start, I think working with Victoria Police 
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has reflected the importance of proximity, getting close to the problem; of taking the 

time to truly listen to people, to get that there is strength in humility and vulnerability.  

I know that in doing and embracing this kind of work, there is inevitable backlash or 

resistance. This can sometimes be the most challenging aspect of this work, not only 

because it serves to distract – and in some cases, derail progress, but also because 

the impact of this can come at the expense of people who have already experienced 

discrimination and other harms.  

Often the resistance and backlash is likely to come from the people who are 

advantaged by the status quo. This resistance takes typical forms, including denying 

that a problem exists, refusing to recognise any personal responsibility, simulating 

change while covertly undermining it, denying the credibility of the evidence, adopting 

a victim position – claiming reverse discrimination.  

The backlash often takes the shape of a concern about merit. You should only get in 

and you should only progress based on your merit. Implicit in that argument is the 

principle that merit is currently the only criteria for recruitment or progression and we 

know that not to be the case. We have heard through our work that people are put 

into roles that they are not necessarily suitable for because they are well connected 

in the organisation. We know that people tend to recruit in their own image and come 

to decisions about who is right for the job based on their conscious or unconscious 

biases.  

But what I would also say is that you need to confront the backlash and understand 

it. 

The respect compact goes both ways – when you step into a conversation with 

someone with a different view to you, do not assume ill intent. A lifetime of 

experience has led them to that view. There is a perceived form of disadvantage for 

those who have been dominant in the past that they will no longer be dominant in the 

future. This is important to acknowledge. As discussed, in 2016 we began the Equity 

and Diversity Review into CFA and MFB. Some of you here are close to this work. 

Over the past 10 months we heard from hundreds of people through an online 

survey, confidential interviews, and site visits where we: 
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o observed recruit and volunteer operational training, leadership training, 

and brigade capacity building training;  

o gained a comprehensive overview of the day-to-day practice, operation 

and make-up of worksites in different areas, of different sizes, and with 

different remits; and 

o toured workplaces with employees and volunteers and discussed 

opportunities and challenges to building more inclusive physical 

environments. 

We worked with the CEOs and the Chief Fire Officers and the Emergency 

Management Victoria Commissioner to think about how the organisations prepare for 

the findings. We observed the number of attempts to increase equity and diversity 

and the barriers to operationalising some of those initiatives.  

The report looks at the culture, identity and background of the organisations. The 

Terms of Reference ask us to inquire and make findings into the nature and 

prevalence of discrimination, including bullying and sexual harassment, in both 

organisations and to make recommendations for change.  

The report looks at the organisational impact of critically low diversity. It is structured 

around the principles that diversity increases capability, that modern fires service 

prioritise safety and respect and are organisationally and publicly accountable. They 

have capability and the authority to hold their people to account. It makes 

recommendations, some of which build on the initiatives already underway, and 

some which will require fundamental change. 

I take this opportunity to thank those of you who have contributed to the Review, to 

our understanding, your passion for your organisation and your desire to see it 

become even better. 

There are other organisations here who are well on the journey to modernising and 

elevating the capability of their organisations. One of the most critical levers for this 

change is strong and visible leadership. 

This brings me to the Male Champions of Change. 
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You will shortly hear from AFAC President and Commissioner of Fire and Rescue 

NSW, Paul Baxter, in more detail about this program but I do want to say just a few 

words on it. 

I am very honoured to have been invited to convene the Male Champions of Change 

for Fire and Emergency and to work with the many Agencies across Australia and 

New Zealand who are now a part of the group. 

The Commissioners, Chief Executives, Chief Officers and Fire and Land Managers 

involved have already shown their strong commitment to the program.  

They have been in deep ‘listening and learning’ mode within their organisations for 

the past couple of months. In the few meetings that I have had I have learnt about 

things that organisations are doing, for example, uniforms for women that fit properly 

(which probably seems pretty straightforward but actually is a pretty big step forward 

because it indicates that we are starting to look at things differently). People talk with 

some humility about how they found getting feedback from their staff about their 

leadership on gender confronting – about how it was changing how they thought 

about the environments they shape.  

These leaders are now part of the wider Male Champions of Change strategy which, 

from its inception seven years ago, has developed into a pretty amazing business 

and societal movement to advance gender equality. There are now more than 150 

champions of change who come from all sectors - business, defence, sport, health, 

manufacturing, education. 

Combined they have almost one million employees – and the list is growing. 

It’s a collective leadership effort that is unique in the world, with Governments, 

communities and businesses both studying and replicating the approach widely. 

What I like most about the Male Champions of Change strategy is that it asks all 

leaders – but especially male leaders – to put themselves at the forefront of change 

on gender equality. 

It also deeply respects and values the perspectives of men and women staff. Its 

success relies on their ideas on both the barriers to, and solutions for, progress. 
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It is positive and constructive rather than punitive and focuses on practical actions 

that can make a meaningful and lasting difference. 

Actions developed out of the Male Champions of Change strategy seemed like 

disruptive interventions at the time, but are now verging on the accepted standard in 

the Australian business landscape. Not so long ago, these concepts would have 

been considered unthinkable. For example: 

 Conference organisers know to ensure gender balance for panels and 

forums they organise as a threshold requirement if they want to attract 

leading business people to participate. CEOs will turn down prestigious 

speaking opportunities – or recommend a woman to take their place – if 

women’s voices are not represented. 

 Pioneered by Telstra, flexible working arrangements for all are now 

standard across the majority of MCC organisations. This is an employee 

value proposition that helps to attract and retain the best candidates. At the 

same time, it aims to ensure that being career-minded and valuing carer 

responsibilities are no longer mutually exclusive. 

 Recruiters and suppliers now understand the importance of presenting 

gender-balanced and diverse candidates or advisors to MCC organisations 

– many have clauses to this effect written into their procurement standards 

and contracts. 

The MCC will shorty release a report into everyday sexism – it’s a controversial topic 

– often derided as ‘political correctness gone mad’ – and no sector is immune to it 

The work was developed based on discussions these MCCs had with some 6000 

employees over the past 12-18 months. What they found was that regardless of 

sector and size – everyday sexism exists. It impacts women, men and workplace 

cultures.  

And – whether intentional or not – it can take a significant and cumulative toll on the 

personal lives and career progression of employees and the effectiveness of 

organisations. 

It’s a harmful and insidious workplace dynamic that can undermine even the most 

progressive diversity systems and policies. 
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It reminds me again that respect, inclusiveness and empathy are so important in 

engaging people in change on this specific issue and gender equality more broadly. 

My hope is that this work, which builds on the progress many of you have driven and 

progressed for years, supports a culture of respect and fairness not just for women 

but for people of diverse backgrounds. I hope that it means that emergency services 

become reflective of the communities they serve.  

For at its most basic level, and striking in its simplicity, this is what the work of so 

many in this room boils down to: people treating each other with fairness and 

respect. If we can create this culture, starting in some of the most influential sites in 

society, we will truly see progress.  

Thank you.  

 

 


