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Introduction 
Hot weather is one of the greatest natural hazards causing death in Australia, and unlike floods 
or fires, heat is considered to be a more passive threat.  Complacency about extreme heat events 
is common, as Australians are generally accustomed to living in hot weather and are known to be 
resilient in hot conditions.  As such, many residents do not believe that they are susceptible to 
heat-related health impacts. 
 
During January 2009, Victoria experienced a heatwave with temperatures amongst the highest 
ever recorded. An estimated 374 deaths occurred during this time, compared with the average 
rate in the same week over the previous five years. According to the Chief Health Officer’s 2009 
heatwave report, Ambulance Victoria experienced a 2.8-fold increase in cardiac arrest cases over 
this period. 
 
The frequency and intensity of hot days and warm nights contributed to the death rate, 
predominantly from heart attacks, stroke and heat exhaustion. It serves as a reminder that the 
impact of extreme heat and heatwaves on human health is real and life threatening. 
 
According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), adverse health effects of extreme heat are 
largely preventable if communities, health and social care systems and public infrastructure 
are prepared. 
 
Prevention requires a portfolio of actions at different levels. There is no single agency that has 
complete responsibility for building, maintaining and protecting the health of at-risk populations 
in extreme heat. Therefore, it is important that individuals, government and the broader 
community work together to reduce the health impacts associated with extreme heat and provide 
support to those most vulnerable in the community. 
 
Council in partnership with local organisations have developed this plan with considerable 
stakeholder engagement and will use it in preparation and response to conditions of 
extreme heat. 
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Why we need a Heat Health Plan 
The Victorian Government provides a legislative framework that takes into consideration extreme 
heat-related issues, including: 
• Public Health and Wellbeing Act 2008 
• Emergency Management Act 1986 
• Taking action for Victoria’s future: Climate Change White Paper – The implementation plan 
• Climate Change Act 2010 
• Planning and Environment Act 1987 
• Local Government Act 1989. 
 
Collectively, these Acts place responsibility on local government to promote and protect the 
health and wellbeing of the community as well as protecting public health in emergencies. 
 
The impact of changing climatic conditions and the population health risk posed by extreme heat 
conditions has prompted the Victorian Government to develop a Heatwave Plan for Victoria. This 
plan outlines a coordinated state-wide response to heatwaves, and encourages local government 
to develop local heatwave or heat health plans for their municipality. 
 
As we face a future with an increased likelihood of hot weather, it is important that Council and 
its partners develop and implement a municipal-wide approach to dealing with extreme heat 
events. Our plan provides a framework of support to our local communities and vulnerable 
population groups so we can be better equipped to handle more intense and 
frequent heatwaves. 

Links to Council Plan 
Our people 
• Improved health and wellbeing for all. 
• Increased awareness of safety. 
• Minimise impact of emergencies. 

Our community 
• Improved health and wellbeing of our residents. 

Our environment 
• Enhanced natural environment. 
• Natural and built environments that support the improved health and wellbeing of our 

communities. 
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Heat health and heatwaves 
Heatwaves are typically described as a minimum temperature over a prescribed duration that is 
likely to impact on the health of a community. 
 
Clearly defining heatwaves is difficult; factors such as humidity, demographics, urban or rural 
design issues and acclimatisation mean that similar temperatures might have a different impact 
in different environments or communities. 
 
As a result, there is no single internationally accepted definition of a heatwave. There can be 
multiple heatwave definitions even at the local level, based on varying temperature levels or 
time periods. 
 
The Department of Health’s Heatwave Plan for Victoria states that ‘for consistent community 
understanding in Victoria, a heatwave is generally defined as a period of abnormally and 
uncomfortably hot weather that could impact on human health, community infrastructure and 
services’. 
 
There is no minimum duration for heatwaves in Victoria; they can be as short as a single day. 
Given the difficulties in understanding, and conveying that definition to the community, this plan 
has focussed its terminology on heat health rather than heatwave. 
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Heat and health 
It is important to create greater community awareness about the impacts of extreme heat and 
how residents should prepare and respond. 
 
Extreme heat events rarely occur in isolation and there are other associated factors which can 
add another level of demand on a community and its services. For example, in order to stay cool 
people tend to stay inside with their air conditioner on. This places extra demand on the 
electricity grid and may cause power blackouts or forced outages. Extreme heat also can 
increase the risk of bushfires, leading to reduced air quality; and public transport disruptions 
could hinder people’s ability to access a cooler location. 
 
Local, national and international experience shows that extreme heat conditions increase the 
incidence of illness and death. As the temperatures rise, so does the risk of developing a heat-
related illness, a medical condition that results from the body’s inability to cope with heat and 
cooling itself. If left untreated, a heat illness can lead to serious complications, even death. 
Extreme heat may also worsen existing medical conditions resulting in increased hospital 
admissions and in extreme cases can be fatal. 
 
Although heat-related illnesses such as heat cramps, heat exhaustion and heat stroke may occur 
in hot weather, other conditions can happen more commonly: 
• exacerbation of medical conditions including heart (cardiac) and kidney (renal) disease 
• falls and confusion due to dehydration 
• exacerbation of asthma and other respiratory illness 
• gastroenteritis, mostly due to poor food handling. 
 
The most commonly reported causes of death during an extreme heat event are often related to 
cardiac issues, respiratory illnesses such as Asthma, kidney disease, diabetes, nervous system 
disease and cancer related complications. 
 
Where a person lives and works can also have an effect on how they are affected by heat. The 
risk of extreme heat days is compounded in urban areas due to an effect known as the Urban 
Heat Island (UHI) effect. Large expanses of exposed concrete, asphalt and steel retain heat and 
release it over longer time periods than vegetation, often causing built-up urban areas to 
experience higher temperatures than more rural areas. 
 
This does not mean however, that people who live in regional areas are less susceptible to heat-
related illnesses. There are many factors that affect an individual’s ability to cope in extreme 
heat conditions including health, demographic profile and regular contact with people.   
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Vulnerable population groups 
Periods of extreme heat can affect anyone in the population. However, there are certain groups 
of people who are more susceptible to the health impacts of heat than others. 
 
Vulnerable population groups include people with the following characteristics: 
• older people (65 years and older) 
• children under five years old 
• women who are pregnant and mothers who are nursing 
• people with a pre-existing medical condition, such as diabetes, heart disease, kidney disease 

or mental illness 
• people with a condition that impairs the body’s abilities to regulate its own temperature such 

as Multiple Sclerosis 
• those living alone with limited social contact 
• people taking certain medications, such as anti-depressants or insomnia medication 
• people with a disability. 
 
People in the following circumstances are also susceptible to health impacts of heat: 
• people without air-conditioning or who decide not to use it 
• people who are homeless 
• low income earners 
• those with limited access to transport 
• people who are outdoors for any reason, especially while undertaking strenuous activity such 

as working or playing sports 
• residents in the upper floors of multi-storey buildings 
• some people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds who cannot access health 

services or information. 
 
Source: Department of Human Services 2009  
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Heat health alerts 
In Victoria, heat health alerts are issued by the Department of Health and Human Services when 
forecast temperatures are likely to impact the health of the community. 
 
For the period from December 2014 to the end of February 2015, a heat health alert for the 
Cardinia Shire region was triggered when the average temperature was 30 degrees or more.  The 
average temperature is calculated by taking the forecast daily maximum and the following days 
forecast minimum temperature and dividing by two.  This is reviewed annually. 
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Heat health themes 
Through the development of the plan, a number of common themes emerged, whereby actions 
can be grouped accordingly.  There are five inter related themes in Cardinia Shire’s Municipal 
Heat Health Plan. 

Objective 
Support the community to prepare, respond and recover from high heat days through the 
provision of information, promoted and communicated to vulnerable population groups across 
Cardinia Shire. 
 
• Heat-related health information plan.  
• Reduction in indoor/outdoor heat exposure. 
• Particular care for vulnerable population groups. 
• Preparedness of the health and social care system. 
• Long-term urban planning. 
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Heat-related health information plan 
What Council will do 
• Coordinate pre-prepared communications campaign aimed at promoting community 

awareness and education about the dangers of heat stress and the measures residents can 
adopt to mitigate the effect. 

• Restock heat health information in public places. 
• Monitor and report Heat health alerts issued by Department of Health and Human 

Services (DHHS). 
• Inform sporting bodies and summer event organisers of safe heat thresholds. 
• Deliver annual media briefing on summer preparedness. 
 
Our communications plan will have six main categories of key messages: 
1. Keeping the home cool. 
2. Keeping out of the heat. 
3. Keeping the body cool and hydrated. 
4. Helping others. 
5. What to do if you have a health problem. 
6. What to do when others feel unwell. 

What stakeholders can do 
• Develop and implement a communication policy to keep staff updated if extreme heat 

is forecast. 
• Prepare or revise pre-prepared key heat health messages. 
• Restock heat health information in relevant places. 
• Promote heat health messages through various communication tools like media, social 

media and community newsletters. 
• Keep in contact with the heat health alerts from the Chief Health Officer. 
• Have up-to-date heat health take-home resources for patients/clients and their carers. 
• Take the opportunity to educate those at risk of how to manage their health during hot 

weather.  Advise them on how to adjust their behaviour, store and take medication, and drink 
fluids during hot weather. 

• Educate carers of children, older people and people with cognitive impairment or disability. 

What community members can do 
• Watch or listen to news reports that provide more information on heat health. 
• Review your personal safety plan and the information available. 
• Share the information with others.   
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Reduction in indoor/outdoor heat exposure 
What Council will do 
• Check drinking water fountains. 
• Establish a cancellation policy for outdoor sport and recreation events during heatwaves 
• Reschedule outdoor events. 
• Promote the use of safe, public places during heatwaves that are air conditioned, such as 

libraries or movie theatres. 

What stakeholders can do 
• Ensure your building is extreme heat-friendly for patients and staff with cool rooms, water 

available, blinds closed to block the sun and staff breaks for drinks. 
• Be aware that high temperatures can adversely affect the efficacy of drugs. 

What community members can do 
• Drink plenty of water, even if you do not feel thirsty. 
• Keep yourself cool by using wet towels, putting your feet in cool water and taking cool (not 

cold) showers. 
• Spend as much time as possible in cool or air-conditioned buildings. 
• Block out the sun at home during the day by closing curtains and blinds.  Open the windows 

when there is a cool breeze. 
• Do not leave children, adults or animals in parked vehicles. 
• Stay out of the sun during the hottest part of the day. If you must go out, stay in the shade 

and take plenty of water with you.  Wear a hat and light-coloured, loose fitting clothing. 
• Eat smaller meals more often and cold meals such as salads. Make sure food that needs 

refrigeration is properly stored. 
• Avoid strenuous activity like sport, home improvements and gardening. 
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Particular care for vulnerable population groups 
What Council will do 
• Contact residents in Council housing on days where a heat health warning has been issued to 

conduct a welfare check. 
• Ensure the Vulnerable Persons Register is up-to-date. 

What stakeholders can do 
• Identify patients at risk of heat-related illness. 
• Consider including heat-related content in assessment tools and management plans for 

vulnerable patients/clients. 
• Monitor fluid intake and drug therapy, especially in the older people and those with 

significant co-morbidities. 
• Have a low threshold for admission to hospital, referral to ED and/or urgent respite 

placement for vulnerable individuals. 
• Consider the need to optimise the home environment (home temperature, cooling facilities, 

etc.), available supports, and follow-up for at risk individuals. 
• Patients or clients should receive drinking recommendations appropriate to their health 

status, particularly those who have a decreased perception of thirst. Carers also need to 
maintain adequate hydration. 

What community members can do 
• Look after yourself and keep in touch with sick or frail friends, neighbours and relatives. 
• Have a plan in place for extreme weather conditions. 
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Preparedness of the health and social care system 
What Council will do 
• Deliver an annual summer awareness forum for community service and media organisations 

with updated heat health information. 

What stakeholders can do 
• Review your knowledge. 
• Ensure policies and procedures are up-to-date. 
• Appoint a person responsible for planning a heat health response. 
• Plan for staff shortages during extreme heat. 
• Have a plan in case power goes out. 
• Consider including heat advice and a pre-summer medical assessment into routine care for 

vulnerable people with chronic diseases. 
• Be aware of potential side effects of medicines and consider optimal dosing during periods of 

hot weather. 
• After days of extreme heat, have an evaluation meeting with staff to discuss how they dealt 

with it, what worked well and what needs improvement. 
  



Cardinia Shire Council Cardinia Shire Municipal Heat Health Plan 15 

Long-term urban planning 
What Council will do 
• Encourage through Urban Planning and Urban Design policy, strategy and the planning 

application process buildings and environments designed to minimize the negative effects of 
heat (e.g., urban heat island). 

What stakeholders and community members can do 
• Add shutters and external blinds to north facing rooms to reduce direct exposure. 
• Install thermal isolation materials on roofs and windows (for example double glazing). 
• Use plants and trees to create shading and reduce heat absorption and exposure. 
• Install and use air conditioning. 
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Review 
This plan will be reviewed annually by Council’s Community Risk and Emergency Management 
(CREM) unit prior to the start of summer. 
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Appendix 1 
The following organisations partnered together to contribute to the development of this plan: 
• Ambulance Victoria 
• Cardinia Shire Council 
• Department of Health and Human Services 
• Koo Wee Rup Regional Health Service 
• Lang Lang Community Emergency Response Team 
• mecwacare 
• Monash Health Casey Hospital 
• Monash Health Community 
• Outlook (Vic) Inc. 
• South East Melbourne Medicare Local 
• Victoria Police 
 
Thank you to the following people for your input into this plan: 
Alison Ryan, Andrea Reichwald, Bronwyn Fleming, Bryan MacDonald, Cheryl Casey, David Lane, 
David Martini, Faith Lissenden, Glenn Howard, Helena Bishop, Jaime Parsons, Jennifer Grant, Jim 
Davine, Mark Caldwell, Myles O’Reilly, Nathan Prowd, Rosie Keane, Stephen Sparrow, Terrona 
Ramsay, Terry Larkman, Tracey McKay, Trish O’Kelly. 
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Appendix 2 
Evaluation plan 
Objective - Support the community to prepare, respond and recover from high heat days through 
the provision of information, promoted and communicated to vulnerable population groups 
across Cardinia Shire. 
 
Heat related health information plan 
Strategy Planned indicators Timelines and responsibilities 
Coordinate pre-prepared 
communications campaign aimed 
at promoting community 
awareness and education about 
the dangers of heat stress and 
the measures residents can 
adopt to mitigate the effect. 
 

• 1 media release developed 
and distributed to media 
outlets 

• Set of key messages 
developed  

• Key messages disseminated 
to heat health reference 
group members  

• Key messages regularly 
posted on Council website 
and social media channels 

• 1000 people reached 
through online key messages 

Annually – November 
• CREM 
• Communications 

Restock heat health information 
in public places 

• All Council facilities that have 
flyer/brochure display 
capability are restocked with 
heat related information 
provided by DHHS 

• 500 pieces of written 
information distributed 

Annually – November 

Monitor and report Heat health 
alerts issued by DHHS 

• Heat health alerts reported to 
service providers and 
community through email, 
Facebook and website 

As required 
• CREM 
• Communications 

Inform sporting bodies and 
summer event organisers of safe 
heat thresholds 

• All Council supported 
sporting clubs receive written 
information on heat health 
thresholds and strategies to 
mitigate the effects of heat 

• Organisers of events which 
are to be held on Council 
land during summer 
complete risk assessments 
taking into consideration 
heat 

Annually – November 
Annually – November - February 
• Sustainable Communities 
• CREM 

Deliver annual media briefing on 
summer preparedness 

• 1 media briefing conducted 
• Results in one media story 

published 

Annually - November 
• CREM 
• Communications 

 
Reduction in indoor/outdoor heat exposure 
   
Check drinking water fountains • At least 50% of all drinking 

fountains in the Shire are 
checked and repairs carried 
out as required 

Annually – November 
• Open Space 
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Establish a cancellation policy for 
outdoor sport and recreation 
events during heatwaves 

• All Council sporting clubs are 
provided with a standard 
cancellation policy which they 
are encouraged to adopt 

• At least 50% of sporting clubs 
incorporate a heat health 
policy 

November 2016 
• Open Space 

Reschedule outdoor events • Events are rescheduled as 
required 

November 2016 
• Sustainable communities 

Promote the use of safe, public 
places during heatwaves that are 
air conditioned, such as libraries 
or movie theatres 

• Example venues 
communicated to public 
through website, social 
media channels and email to 
key service providers 

Annually – November 
• CREM 
• Communications 

 
Particular care for vulnerable population groups 
Strategy Planned indicators Timelines and responsibilities 
Contact residents in Council 
housing on days where a heat 
health warning has been issued 
to conduct a welfare check 

• All residents in Council 
housing (10) are contacted 
via phone 

As required 
• Community Services 

Ensure the Vulnerable Person’s 
Register is up to date 

• Contact made with the 
referring agency of each 
client 

Annually – November 
• CREM 

 
Preparedness of the health and social care system 
Strategy Planned indicators Timelines and responsibilities 
Deliver an annual summer 
awareness forum for community 
service organisations and media 
with updated heat health 
information 

• DHHS engaged to co-deliver 
forum  

• 1 summer awareness forum 
conducted 

• 50–70 people attend the 
forum 

• Participant satisfaction 
survey completed 

Annually – October 
• CREM 

 
Long term urban planning 
Strategy Planned indicators Timelines and responsibilities 
Encourage through Urban 
Planning and Urban Design 
policy, strategy and the planning 
application process buildings and 
environments designed to 
minimize the negative effects of 
heat (e.g., urban heat island). 
 

• Provision of input and advice 
into planning, policy’s and 
processes 

As required: 
• Strategic Planning 
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