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FOREWORD

Every year, Australian communities face devastating losses caused by disasters. Bushfires, floods, storms, 

other hazards and their associated consequences have significant impacts on communities, the economy, 

infrastructure and the environment.

Over the past decade, governments have collaborated on reforming disaster management approaches.  

On 6 November 2008, the Ministerial Council for Police and Emergency Management—Emergency 

Management agreed that the future direction for Australian emergency management should be based on 

achieving community and organisational resilience. To build on this work, on 7 December 2009 the Council 

of Australian Governments (COAG) agreed to adopt a whole-of-nation resilience-based approach to disaster 

management, which recognises that a national, coordinated and cooperative effort is needed to enhance 

Australia’s capacity to withstand and recover from emergencies and disasters.

The National Emergency Management Committee (NEMC) was tasked by COAG to drive and coordinate the 

development of the National Strategy for Disaster Resilience (the Strategy). A Working Group, consisting of 

federal, state and territory representatives under the auspices of the NEMC, has developed the Strategy.

Application of a resilience-based approach is not solely the domain of emergency management agencies; 

rather, it is a shared responsibility between governments, communities, businesses and individuals. 

The purpose of the Strategy is to provide high-level guidance on disaster management to federal, state, 

territory and local governments, business and community leaders and the not-for-profit sector.

While the Strategy focuses on priority areas to build disaster resilient communities across Australia, it also 

recognises that disaster resilience is a shared responsibility for individuals, households, businesses and 

communities, as well as for governments. The Strategy is the first step in a long-term, evolving process to 

deliver sustained behavioural change and enduring partnerships.

The next steps will include NEMC developing a national implementation plan. It is expected that state, 

territory and local governments will use the Strategy to inform local action. To succeed, it will be important 

that business and community leaders, as well as the not-for-profit sector, embrace this approach. We hope 

all Australians develop a shared understanding of the critical part they play in developing their own disaster 

resilience and that of their communities.

Roger Wilkins AO Dr Margot McCarthy 

Co-Chair Co-Chair 

National Emergency Management Committee National Emergency Management Committee
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Introduction

Australia has recently experienced a number of 

large scale and devastating natural disasters, 

including catastrophic bushfires, far reaching floods, 

and damaging storms. Natural disasters are a 

feature of the Australian climate and landscape and 

this threat will continue, not least because climate 

change is making weather patterns less predictable 

and more extreme. Such events can have personal, 

social, economic and environmental impacts that 

take many years to dissipate. 

Australia has and continues to cope well with natural 

disasters, through well established and cooperative 

emergency management arrangements, effective 

capabilities, and dedicated professional and 

volunteer personnel. Australians are also renowned 

for their resilience to hardship, including the ability 

to innovate and adapt, a strong community spirit 

that supports those in need and the self-reliance 

to withstand and recover from disasters.

A collective responsibility 
for resilience

Given the increasing regularity and severity 

of natural disasters, Australian Governments 

have recognised that a national, coordinated 

and cooperative effort is required to enhance 

Australia’s capacity to withstand and recover 

from emergencies and disasters. A disaster 

resilient community is one that works together to 

understand and manage the risks that it confronts. 

Disaster resilience is the collective responsibility 

of all sectors of society, including all levels of 

government, business, the non-government 

sector and individuals. If all these sectors work 

together with a united focus and a shared sense 

of responsibility to improve disaster resilience, they 

will be far more effective than the individual efforts 

of any one sector.

Role of government

Governments, at all levels, have a significant role in 

strengthening the nation’s resilience to disasters by: 

• developing and implementing effective, 

risk-based land management and planning 

arrangements and other mitigation activities; 

• having effective arrangements in place to inform 

people about how to assess risks and reduce 

their exposure and vulnerability to hazards; 

• having clear and effective education systems so 

people understand what options are available 

and what the best course of action is in 

responding to a hazard as it approaches; 

• supporting individuals and communities to 

prepare for extreme events; 

• ensuring the most effective, well-coordinated 

response from our emergency services and 

volunteers when disaster hits; and 

• working in a swift, compassionate and 

pragmatic way to help communities recover 

from devastation and to learn, innovate and 

adapt in the aftermath of disastrous events. 

Australian governments are working collectively 

to incorporate the principle of disaster resilience 

into aspects of natural disaster arrangements, 

including preventing, preparing, responding to, 

and recovering from, disasters.

National Disaster 
Resilience Strategy

The efforts of governments will be assisted by 

the establishment of a new National Emergency 

Management Committee that will include experts 

from Commonwealth, State and Territory and Local 

governments and report to COAG and relevant 

ministerial councils. The first task of this committee 

will be to bring together the representative views of 

all governments, business, non-government sector 

and the community into a comprehensive National 

Disaster Resilience Strategy. This group will also 

be tasked with considering further those lessons 

arising from the recent bushfires and floods that 

could benefit from national collaboration. 

Role of business

COAG acknowledges that businesses can and do 

play a fundamental role in supporting a community’s 

resilience to disasters. They provide resources, 

expertise and many essential services on which the 

community depends. Businesses, including critical 

infrastructure providers, make a contribution by 

understanding the risks that they face and ensuring 

that they are able to continue providing services 

during or soon after a disaster. 

Role of individuals

Disaster resilience is based on individuals taking 

their share of responsibility for preventing, preparing 

for, responding to and recovering from disasters. 

They can do this by drawing on guidance, 

resources and policies of government and other 

sources such as community organisations. 

The disaster resilience of people and households 

is significantly increased by active planning and 

preparation for protecting life and property, based 

on an awareness of the threats relevant to their 

locality. It is also increased by knowing and being 

involved in local community disaster or emergency 

management arrangements, and for many being 

involved as a volunteer. 

Role of non-government 
organisations and volunteers

Non-government and community organisations are 

at the forefront of strengthening disaster resilience in 

Australia. It is to them that Australians often turn for 

support or advice and the dedicated work of these 

agencies and organisations is critical to helping 

communities to cope with, and recover from, a 

disaster. Australian governments will continue to 

partner with these agencies and organisations to 

spread the disaster resilience message and to find 

practical ways to strengthen disaster resilience in 

the communities they serve. 

Strengthening Australia’s disaster resilience is not 

a stand-alone activity that can be achieved in a set 

timeframe, nor can it be achieved without a joint 

commitment and concerted effort by all sectors 

of society. But it is an effort that is worth making, 

because building a more disaster resilient nation 

is an investment in our future.
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1 WHY DO WE NEED TO CHANGE?

Australians are resourceful and community-minded when faced with disasters. We cope with disasters, through 

well established cooperative arrangements, effective capabilities, and dedicated paid and unpaid people. 

Despite our existing strengths, every year, Australian communities are subjected to the damaging impacts 

of disasters caused by destructive bushfires, floods, and severe storms. The impacts of these disasters on 

people, the economy, our infrastructure and the environment remind us of the need to continue improving 

our resilience to disasters.

We need to develop and embed new ways of doing things that enhance existing arrangements across 

and within governments, as well as among businesses, the not-for-profit sector, and the community more 

broadly, to improve disaster resilience and prevent complacency setting in once the memory of a recent 

disaster has subsided.

FUTURE RISKS

‘Climate change represents a most fundamental national security challenge for the 

 long term future.’

Prime Minister’s National Security Statement 2008

The size, severity, timing, location and impacts of disasters are difficult to predict, and our changing climate 

increases the uncertainty about future risks. Scientific modelling suggests that climate change will likely 

result in an increased frequency and severity of extreme weather events. Rising sea levels are increasing the 

likelihood of coastal erosion and severe inundation.

Many known factors are increasing our vulnerability to disaster. Work-life patterns, lifestyle expectations, 

demographic changes, domestic migration, and community fragmentation are increasing community 

susceptibility, as well as altering local social networks and sustainability of volunteer groups. The increasing 

complexity and interdependencies of social, technical, and infrastructure systems are also playing a role in 

increasing our vulnerability to disasters. Pressures for urban development to extend into areas of higher risk 

from natural disasters compounds the problem, as does the expectation that the same services and facilities 

will be available wherever we choose to live. 

Australian communities are varied in their composition and in their level of exposure to disaster risk. Factors 

that can influence disaster resilience include remoteness, population density and mobility, socio-economic 

status, age profile, and percentage of population for whom English is a second language. Within individual 

communities, certain members are more vulnerable and may need tailored advice and support.

Potential escalation in the frequency and magnitude of hazards and our increasing vulnerability to disasters 

presents governments with unprecedented calls on their resources and expertise. Governments’ desire to 

help communities in need, and pressure to help those affected may be creating unrealistic expectations and 

unsustainable dependencies. Should this continue, it will undermine community capability and confidence. 

Therefore, communities need to be empowered to take shared responsibility for coping with disasters.
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Underlying this effort, emergency management in Australia is built on the concept of prevention, 

preparedness, response and recovery (PPRR). Over the last ten years there has been a considered move to 

give greater emphasis to prevention and recovery in addition to the focus on response. It is vital, however, that 

governments and emergency services remain well prepared to respond to disasters and other adverse events. 

Significant effort is now being devoted to preventing disasters, where possible. Governments also have in 

place comprehensive systems to support recovery.

Governments are continually preparing for prevention, response and recovery activities. Preparing for each of 

these elements of emergency management helps builds resilience. In this way it is important to understand 

that the concept of disaster resilience builds upon rather than replaces existing strengths and arrangements.

The fundamental change is that achieving increased disaster resilience is not solely the domain of emergency 

management agencies; rather, it is a shared responsibility across the whole of society.

The Strategy is a further step in supporting the development of disaster resilient communities. This support will 

take the form of providing high-level direction and guidance on how to achieve disaster resilient communities 

across Australia.

Disaster resilience is a long-term outcome, which will require long-term commitment. Achieving disaster 

resilience will require achieving sustained behavioural change, the results of which should be seen across 

a number of years and political cycles.

In the past, standard emergency management planning emphasised the documentation of roles, 

responsibilities and procedures. Increasingly, these plans consider arrangements for prevention, mitigation, 

preparedness and recovery, as well as response. Building upon our existing emergency planning 

arrangements, we need to focus more on action-based resilience planning to strengthen local capacity and 

capability, with greater emphasis on community engagement and a better understanding of the diversity, 

needs, strengths and vulnerabilities within communities. Disasters do not impact everyone in the same way, 

and it is often our vulnerable community members who are the hardest hit.

To increase disaster resilience, emergency management planning should be based on risk and be integrated 

with strategic planning of government and communities. It should consider risks and risk treatments across 

the social, built, economic and natural environments.

SHARED RESPONSIBILITY

‘The Commission uses the expression “shared responsibility” to mean increased responsibility 

for all. It recommends that state agencies and municipal councils adopt increased or improved 

protective, emergency management and advisory roles. In turn, communities, individuals and 

households need to take greater responsibility for their own safety and to act on advice and 

other cues given to them before and on the day of a bushfire.

Shared responsibility does not mean equal responsibility ... there are some areas in which the 

state should assume greater responsibility than the community. For example, in most instances 

state fire authorities will be more capable than individuals when it comes to identifying the risks 

associated with bushfire; the state should therefore assume greater responsibility for working 

to minimise those risks.’

Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission Final Report 2010

Traditional government portfolio areas and service providers, with different and unconnected policy agendas 

and competing priority interests may be attempting to achieve the outcome of a disaster resilient community 

individually. This has resulted in gaps and overlaps, which may hamper effective action and coordination at 

all levels and across all sectors. There is a need for a new focus on shared responsibility; one where political 

leaders, governments, business and community leaders, and the not-for-profit sector all adopt increased or 

improved emergency management and advisory roles, and contribute to achieving integrated and coordinated 

disaster resilience. In turn, communities, individuals and households need to take greater responsibility for 

their own safety and act on information, advice and other cues provided before, during and after a disaster.

This new focus on resilience calls for an integrated, whole-of-nation effort encompassing enhanced 

partnerships, shared responsibility, a better understanding of the risk environment and disaster impacts, 

and an adaptive and empowered community that acts on this understanding.

While the Strategy focuses on natural disasters, the approach it articulates may also be applicable in 

preparing communities to deal with other disasters such as pandemic, animal disease and terrorist events.

Across Australia, managing emergencies is largely the responsibility of state and territory governments, and 

local governments also play a significant role. It is uncommon for a disaster to be so large that it is beyond 

the capacity of a state or territory government to deal with effectively. State and territory governments have 

arrangements with each other to share resources when necessary. In particularly major disasters or adverse 

events, a state or territory government may seek federal assistance.
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COMMUNITY—A DEFINITION

“A definition of community is: a social, religious, occupational, or other group sharing common 

characteristics or interests and perceived or perceiving itself as distinct in some respect from 

the larger society within which it exists”

When thinking about engagement it is useful to look at communities as two distinct types:

•	 communities	of	place,	and

•	 communities	of	interest.”

New Zealand Ministry of Civil Defence & Emergency Management 2010, Community 

Engagement in the CDEM Context

A disaster resilient community is one where:

• people understand the risks that may affect them and others in their community. They understand the 

risks assessed around Australia, particularly those in their local area. They have comprehensive local 

information about hazards and risks, including who is exposed and who is most vulnerable. They take 

action to prepare for disasters and are adaptive and flexible to respond appropriately during emergencies

• people have taken steps to anticipate disasters and to protect themselves their assets and their 

livelihoods, including their homes and possessions, cultural heritage and economic capital, therefore 

minimising physical, economic and social losses. They have committed the necessary resources and 

are capable of organising themselves before, during and after disasters which helps to restore social, 

institutional and economic activity

• people work together with local leaders using their knowledge and resources to prepare for and deal with 

disasters. They use personal and community strengths, and existing community networks and structures; 

a resilient community is enabled by strong social networks that offer support to individuals and families in 

a time of crisis

• people work in partnership with emergency services, their local authorities and other relevant organisations 

before, during and after emergencies. These relationships ensure community resilience activities are 

informed by local knowledge, can be undertaken safely, and complement the work of emergency service 

agencies

• emergency management plans are resilience-based, to build disaster resilience within communities 

over time. Communities, governments and other organisations take resilience outcomes into account 

when considering and developing core services, products and policies. They are adaptive and flexible 

to respond appropriately in disasters

• the emergency management volunteer sector is strong

• businesses and other service providers undertake wide-reaching business continuity planning that links 

with their security and emergency management arrangements

• land use planning systems and building control arrangements reduce, as far as is practicable, community 

exposure to unreasonable risks from known hazards, and suitable arrangements are implemented to 

protect life and property, and

• following a disaster, a satisfactory range of functioning is restored quickly. People understand the 

mechanisms and processes through which recovery assistance may be made available and they 

appreciate that support is designed to be offered, in the first instance, to the most vulnerable 

community members.

2 WHAT DOES A DISASTER 
RESILIENT COMMUNITY LOOK 
LIKE?

Community resilience can be defined in many ways. Rather than define disaster resilience, the Strategy 

focuses on the common characteristics of disaster resilient communities, individuals and organisations. 

These characteristics are:

• functioning well while under stress

• successful adaptation

• self-reliance, and

• social capacity.

Resilient communities also share the importance of social support systems, such as neighbourhoods, family 

and kinship networks, social cohesion, mutual interest groups, and mutual self-help groups.

RESILIENT COMMUNITIES

‘Communities that develop a high level of resilience are better able to withstand a crisis event 

and have an enhanced ability to recover from residual impacts. Communities that possess 

resilience characteristics can also arrive on the other side of a crisis in a stronger position than 

pre-event. For example:

•	 a	community	with	well	rehearsed	emergency	plans

•	 superior	fire	mitigation	processes	in	the	cooler	months

•	 appropriate	building	controls,	suitable	to	local	hazards	and	risks

•	 widely	adopted	personal	and	business	financial	mitigation	measures 

(e.g. insurance suitable to the risks)

•	 is	likely	to	suffer	less	during	an	extreme	fire	event	and	is	likely	to	be	able	to	recover	quickly;	

financially, physically and as a community.’

Insurance Council of Australia 2008, Improving Community Resilience to Extreme Weather Events
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Significant progress has been made through introducing new technologies to communicate risk information, 

and a broad willingness to understand and use available information to inform appropriate action. Existing 

collaborative relationships between governments and other organisations are improving the tools and 

methodologies needed to support enhanced understanding of hazards and risks. The challenge is to 

communicate meaningful information about risks to the community.

Further work is needed to improve information and data sharing; and more could be done to determine 

what hazard and risk information could most usefully be communicated to communities. When providing 

information on hazards and risks, we need to consider how people might react. Disasters can be inherently 

unpredictable, as can the responses to them. 

Similarly, we need to obtain more consistent information on the costs and benefits associated with risk 

management and disaster impacts to build the evidence base for prioritising and targeting interventions, 

as well as risk reduction and risk mitigation measures. Such information must go beyond examination of life 

and property and simple economic assessments to cover the full scope of the social, built, economic and 

natural environments. 

Priority outcomes

• Risk assessments are undertaken for priority hazards and widely shared among at-risk communities, 

stakeholders and decision makers.

• Risk assessments consider risks and vulnerabilities and capabilities across the social, economic, built and 

natural environments.

• Consistent methodologies and data frameworks are applied in risk and disaster impact assessments to 

enable information sharing and accurate interpretation.

• Information on lessons learned—from local, national, and international sources—is accessible and 

available for use by governments, organisations and communities undertaking risk management planning 

and mitigation works.

• Partnerships are in place which support improved access to risk information and more effective 

collaboration in assessing and monitoring hazards and risks common across jurisdictional boundaries.

• Organisations, individuals and governments routinely share information and maps on risks, for the benefit 

of the community.

• Strong networks across sectors and regions fill information gaps, share information and build 

understanding at all levels.

• Risk reduction knowledge is included in relevant education and training programs, such as enterprise 

training programs, professional education packages, schools and institutions of higher education.

• Costs and benefits associated with hazard management inform risk reduction activities.

• Emergency messages are clear and, where appropriate, nationally consistent.

• Existing and, where necessary, improved data and tools for assessing hazards and risks, enable 

communities to better understand and act on their risks.

Refer to Appendix A—Case Study 2—Better understanding risk on the Clarence Coastal Areas

3 WHAT ACTION CAN WE TAKE?

As a nation we can lead change and coordinate effort, we must understand the risks and communicate them 

to all levels of the community; we must work with the people and organisations that can effect the necessary 

changes, and empower individuals and communities to exercise choice and take responsibility. Our planning 

approaches must include risk reduction strategies and our capacity to deal with disasters must be enhanced 

by greater flexibility and adaptability of our emergency services agencies and communities.

3.1 Leading change and coordinating effort

Leadership is needed to drive improvements in disaster resilience. The responsibility for leadership should be 

taken by all partners within their sphere of influence in a coordinated manner, so as to maximise the benefits 

from limited resources.

Many Australians already have obligations as leaders to protect their own businesses and/or communities. 

We envisage such leaders taking a broader view of their responsibilities and thinking beyond the immediate 

threats to their own interests, to consider how they can contribute to a more disaster resilient nation.

The increasing complexity surrounding disasters means that dealing with them extends beyond the reach of 

the emergency services. By taking a whole-of-government approach to widening the circle of responsibility, 

we are collaborating more closely across and within governments on all phases of disaster prevention, 

preparedness, response and recovery. All leaders can help build and strengthen existing partnerships among 

governments, businesses, the non-government sector and communities.

Priority outcomes

• Leaders from all levels of government, business, the not-for-profit sector and communities strive to 

recognise and understand the risks disasters pose to their own and their community’s interests. They take 

responsibility for mitigating these risks and apply the concept of disaster resilience to strategic planning 

processes, and to those roles where they can exercise influence.

• Leaders drive development of partnerships and networks to build resilience at the government, business, 

neighbourhood, and community levels. These partnerships are based on a sense of shared responsibility, 

and an acknowledgement of the need for coordinated planning and response.

• Governments help business, not-for-profit and community leaders by preparing and providing guidelines, 

information and other resources to support community efforts in resilience-based planning, including 

resilience-building activities, disaster risk management, stakeholder and community engagement, disaster 

response and recovery and capability development.

Refer to Appendix A—Case Study 1—Flood response measures in the Rural City of Wangaratta

3.2 Understanding risks

Australia’s vast and diverse regions, landscapes and climatic variations mean we will continue to be at risk 

from the damaging impacts of disasters. Underpinning a disaster resilient community is knowledge and 

understanding of local disaster risks. We all share responsibility to understand these risks, and how they might 

affect us. By understanding the nature and extent of risks, we can seek to control their impacts, and inform 

the way we prepare for and recover from them. 
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3.4 Partnering with those who effect change

Working together and drawing on the expertise and capacity of various partners produces far greater results 

than do individual efforts alone. Partnerships across and within governments, businesses, the not-for-profit 

sector and the community, will create a well-informed, integrated and coordinated approach to increasing 

disaster resilience. The result will be a more resilient nation.

Research institutions, for example, have an important role to play in providing advice to federal and state and 

territory policy makers; and governments need to engage with academic organisations to provide advice 

on the need for policy-driven research. Policy makers at all levels of government need to strengthen their 

partnerships to develop a coordinated response to the changing risk environment. Effective partnerships 

across all areas of society are critical to enhancing disaster resilience. Many not-for-profit organisations have 

experience and expertise in areas including community engagement and education, and various facets of 

service provision. Importantly, their existing networks and structures reach far into communities, and can 

effect real change.

Building better links with the private sector is a particular priority, not least because infrastructure is often 

owned or managed by private interests, which deliver services that enable communities to function. 

Businesses, whether large or small, can play an important role in preparing for and dealing with the 

consequences of a major emergency or event. This role is key in helping the community maintain continuity 

of services following a disaster.

PARTNERSHIPS

‘Effective community resilience will rely on good working relationships within communities, 

between communities and those who support them on a professional or voluntary basis, and 

between agencies and organisations engaged in this work. It is, therefore, important that all 

parties are clear about their roles, and the linkages and interdependencies between them.’

United Kingdom Cabinet Office, 2010, Draft Strategic National Framework for 

Community Resilience

Priority outcomes

• Strong links between policy, research and operational expertise and mechanisms, effectively transfer 

information and knowledge.

• Partnerships between government, businesses and the not-for-profit sector promote: 

– development of innovative risk management approaches, and 

– shared understanding of disaster resilience.

• A range of models are used to engage businesses in all phases of prevention, preparedness, response 

and recovery.

• Existing community structures and networks are used to promote and enhance disaster resilience.

• Emergency services have effective relationships with the media to support vital information reaching 

communities in an appropriate form.

Refer to Appendix A—Case Study 4—Forging partnerships through the Trusted Information Sharing Network

KNOWLEDGE OF RISK

‘The starting point for reducing disaster risk and for promoting a culture of disaster resilience 

lies	in	the	knowledge	of	the	hazards	and	the	physical,	social,	economic	and	environmental	

vulnerabilities	to	disasters	that	most	societies	face,	and	of	the	ways	in	which	hazards	and	

vulnerabilities are changing in the short and long term, followed by action taken on the basis of 

that knowledge.’

United Nations 2005, Hyogo Framework for Action 2005–15�: Building the Resilience of Nations 

and Communities to Disasters

3.3 Communicating with and educating people about risks

Risks can be reduced but they cannot be eliminated. Risks should be openly discussed in order to anticipate 

and manage them.

For Australia to become more resilient to disasters, a clearer understanding of our risks and what to do about 

them is needed, particularly at the community level. Information on disaster risk should be communicated in a 

manner appropriate to its audiences, and should consider the different needs, interests and technologies used 

within communities. Knowledge, innovation and education can enhance a culture of resilience at all levels of 

the community and should contribute to a continual cycle of learning. 

Knowledge is fundamental to enabling everyone in the community to determine their hazards and risks, and 

to inform preparation and mitigation measures. It is also crucial to communicate all relevant and available 

information during the response and recovery phases of a disaster. Sharing knowledge, including lessons 

learned from previous events, is also important in promoting innovation and best practice.

Priority outcomes

• Current information is available on websites and in other forms, about disaster risk and mitigation 

including relevant local knowledge tailored where appropriate to different target audiences.

• Strong networks across sectors and regions share information and build skills and understanding  

at all levels.

• Communities are supported through appropriately targeted training and awareness activities, including 

those that highlight the role of volunteers to enhance local capacity to mitigate and cope with disasters.

• Vulnerable individuals have equitable access to appropriate information, training and opportunities.

• Compatibility of information sharing technologies is promoted.

Refer to Appendix A—Case Study 3—Communicating information about risks through emergency 

management zones
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INTERDEPENDENCIES AND VULNERABILITY

‘We rely on complex and interdependent infrastructure to go about our daily lives. 

Food supply chains reach across the globe and movement of people and animals create 

opportunities for diseases to spread quickly. Transport networks enable us to move around 

with relative ease and independence. Our ability to live day to day relies on these systems 

operating efficiently. The consequences of emergencies are demonstrated by the impacts 

on the infrastructure we rely on.’

United Kingdom Cabinet Office, 2010, Draft Strategic National Framework for 

Community Resilience

3.6 Reducing risks in the built environment

Having knowledge and understanding of hazards and risks is of little use unless the information can be 

translated into relevant controls and mechanisms for dealing with them. Planning approaches that anticipate 

likely risk factors and the vulnerability of the population can reduce future possible impact of disasters. 

Responsible land use planning can prevent or reduce the likelihood of hazards impacting communities. 

Building standards can mitigate the likelihood of loss of life, as well as damage to and/or destruction of 

property and infrastructure.

The strategic planning system is particularly important in contributing to the creation of safer and sustainable 

communities. Locating new or expanding existing settlements and infrastructure in areas exposed to 

unreasonable risk is irresponsible. Land use planning policies can be used to reduce the number of people 

and assets in areas where risk profiles have increased over time or settled when these risks were not fully 

understood. For example, the predicted impact of climate change on sea level and the frequency and intensity 

of extreme weather events must be considered in an integrated approach to natural hazards in land use 

planning schemes, building code standards, and state and territory based regulations.

Acceptability of risk, in the context of land use planning and development design, requires consideration 

of loss of life, as well as social, economic and infrastructure loss. Comprehensive consideration of hazards 

and risks in the planning system needs sound understanding of the hazards and risks, as well as agreement 

on risk management principles and on the approach to strategic planning and development controls that 

will adequately mitigate identified risks. Where there are competing policy objectives, such as biodiversity 

conservation and fuel reduction, an agreed methodology or guidance is critical.

Following a disaster, recovery efforts may require significant infrastructure reconstruction. Building public and 

private infrastructure to a more resilient standard, if appropriate, taking into account cost-benefit and other 

considerations, will reduce the need for significant expenditure on recovery in the future. Appropriate land use 

planning is also likely to reduce the risk of repeated damage to such infrastructure.

3.5 Empowering individuals and communities to exercise choice and 
take responsibility

Fundamental to the concept of disaster resilience, is that individuals and communities should be more  

self-reliant and prepared to take responsibility for the risks they live with. For a resilient nation, all members 

of the community need to understand their role in minimising the impacts of disasters, and have the relevant 

knowledge, skills and abilities to take appropriate action. A resilient community will understand and have the 

ability to use local networks and resources to support actions required during an emergency and to support 

recovery efforts.

Increasingly, people are accessing information to make more informed judgements. Empowering individuals 

and communities to be more disaster resilient involves more than just providing them with information. 

It requires the availability and accessibility of transparent, accurate and trusted sources of information in 

various forms, and the provision of tools to help communities understand and act on the material provided.

Providing information and warnings is important but educating people how to act on their knowledge is 

equally important.

Members of a disaster resilient community have the confidence to seek information from multiple trusted 

sources to be better informed about local hazards and risks, and are able to exercise choice on how to 

deal with them. It is important that governments, businesses and the not-for-profit sector are ready to 

provide people with information and advice, and with new products and services such as risk assessment 

tools or insurance products, delivered in a form appropriate for those people to understand and act on 

that information.

Priority outcomes

• Local communities are engaged and have knowledge and expertise of local risk, how a disaster resulting 

from that risk would affect the local community, and how potential treatments can be harnessed, to 

mitigate the risks.

• Accurate and authoritative risk information is provided, tailored to the needs of the audience, and the tools 

to interpret and act on that information, are available.

• Communities are aware of vulnerable elements of the community and consider their needs in the 

development of programs and plans.

• The community develops a strong understanding of the financial implications of disasters, options such 

as insurance are available to reduce the financial burden, and there are more choices and incentives to 

mitigate financial risks to households and businesses.

• Individuals and businesses have a strong understanding of the availability and coverage of insurance, 

including the risks that are included and excluded from their existing insurance policies.

• Information is available to enable individuals to make objective assessments about the defensibility of 

properties and communities from potential hazards, and communicated appropriately. 

• Programs and activities in schools and the broader community actively encourage volunteering.

• Significant providers of goods and/or services to the community undertake business continuity planning.

Refer to Appendix A—Case Study 5—Community partnership projects with culturally and linguistically 

diverse communities
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Holistic preparedness activities are critical to mitigating the impact of disasters. They should be developed 

in the context of social, built, economic and natural environments to consider the diversity, needs, strengths 

and vulnerabilities within communities. This will lead to better outcomes, and foster recognition that response 

and recovery activities should be developed in a coordinated and integrated way. Debriefing and identifying 

lessons learned while complementing this approach, is simply not enough. Adapting our systems and 

approaches requires constant evaluation of capabilities, and the implementation and sharing of findings 

across the community.

To build a resilient nation, a renewed focus on recovery arrangements is needed. All organisations need 

to better understand their roles, and must be prepared to ensure delivery of recovery services. The large 

investment in response capabilities over the years has not been matched by the investment in planning for 

recovery. Lessons learned have tended to focus on how the response to an event may have been better 

managed; a resilient community must also evaluate recovery efforts and capabilities.

Priority outcomes

• Prevention, preparedness, response and recovery activities are delivered through partnerships between  

all  agencies, organisations and communities. These activities are public and occur before, during and 

after a disaster.

• Emergency management arrangements are sound, well understood and rehearsed and involve diverse 

stakeholders, including members of the community.

• Decision makers adopt policies and practices that support and recognise emergency services and the 

importance of volunteering in our communities.

• Local planning for the response to and recovery from disasters will take account of community 

vulnerabilities and incorporate disaster risk reduction measures.

• Recovery strategies are developed in partnership with communities and account for  

long-term local needs and provide support and tools to manage their exposure to future disasters.

• Recovery strategies recognise the assistance the community is likely to provide in the immediate recovery 

phase, and allow for the identification, facilitation and coordination of the community resources.

• Local resilience-based planning arrangements encourage and foster self-reliance tailored to 

community conditions.

• Post-disaster assessments involving all stakeholders are routinely undertaken to consider the effectiveness 

of prevention and preparedness activities and response and recovery operations. Findings from significant 

events are broadly shared and incorporated into improved disaster resilience planning.

Refer to Appendix A—Case Study 7—The NSW Government’s approach to building capabilities

Priority outcomes

• All levels of decision making in land use planning and building control systems take into account 

information on risks to the social, built, economic and natural environments.

• Information on the likelihood of damage from hazards is actively shared, and tools are available to support 

understanding of potential consequences and costs.

• Building standards and their implementation are regularly reviewed to ensure they are appropriate for the 

risk environment.

• Development decisions take account of both private and public risks.

• Natural hazard management principles are included in tertiary and vocational training and education 

curricula for relevant professional and building industry sectors.

• Settlements, businesses and infrastructure are, as far as is practicable, not exposed to unreasonable risks 

from hazards or have implemented suitable arrangements, which may include hardening infrastructure or 

taking up adequate insurance, to protect life and property from known hazards.

• Following a disaster, the appropriateness of rebuilding in the same location, or rebuilding to a more resilient 

standard to reduce future risks, is adequately considered by authorities and individuals.

Refer to Appendix A—Case Study 6—CSIRO research—Urban flooding

3.7 Supporting capabilities for disaster resilience

Disasters can stretch the capacity of our emergency services agencies and overwhelm communities. 

Development of remote community and industrial centres, extent of isolation, and reliance on emergency 

service volunteers, all present challenges. We should, therefore, pursue greater flexibility and adaptability 

within our emergency services agencies and communities to increase our capacity to deal with disasters.

Greater disaster resilience can be achieved through learning, innovating, and developing skills and resources 

at the individual, community and operational level that can be applied to responding to and recovering from a 

wide range of disasters. A disaster resilient nation harnesses knowledge and coordinates research efforts of 

institutions, industry and government. Aligning research outcomes with policy needs will be an important way 

of achieving this and will shape our future capabilities. 

The time spent recovering from disaster is often one of strong reflection for individuals, families and 

communities; it can be a time when new choices are made and learning occurs. Recovery programs should 

consider the long-term sustainable recovery of individuals and communities and provide support to review 

their decisions and lifestyles to reduce their future exposure to disaster. 

Ongoing support for the recruitment, retention, training, equipping and maintenance of paid and unpaid 

personnel in all aspects of the emergency services will strengthen our capability to respond to and 

recover from disasters.

Resilient communities have sound and practiced emergency response arrangements. While work is being 

progressed in relation to warning systems and new technologies for communicating timely messages when 

disaster strikes, more needs to be done to ensure communities receive and interpret information and take 

appropriate action.
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APPENDIX A: CASE STUDIES

FLOOD RESPONSE MEASURES IN THE RURAL CITY 
OF WANGARATTA

Responsibility for disaster resilience leadership falls to each of us according to 

our sphere of influence. For many in the emergency management environment, 

an important aspect of leadership is planning ahead to produce coordinated 

and effective efforts during disaster events.

Such leadership was demonstrated early in September 2010 when heavy 

rains saturated catchments within the Rural City of Wangaratta, resulting in 

widespread flooding. These floods inundated 16 homes, isolated another 35, 

and damaged numerous roads and bridges.

Established systems and careful planning saw predictions of adverse 

weather result in authorities being placed on standby and flood 

preparations being put in place. Response was swift and effective; more 

than 150 residents were contacted multiple times to provide information and  

to check on their wellbeing.

No loss of life and minimal loss of stock and property is confirmation of 

the effective leadership shown during this disaster event. The high level of 

community understanding and participation, in concert with the instantaneous 

shift to recovery, showed what can happen when local communities are 

dedicated to building a more disaster resilient Australia. The review conducted 

after the floods was also testament to the community leaders’ commitment to 

continuous improvement.

Such examples of coordinated and effective efforts, like those shown 

in response to the Wangaratta floods, are evident all around Australia. 

The challenge is to recognise these efforts, learn from them, and use them  

as a foundation to building a more disaster resilient nation.

4 WHAT NOW?

It is clear that hazards are an enduring feature of the Australian environment, and we have some big challenges 

ahead. We also know that disaster risks are likely to increase and magnify as our climate changes, our population 

grows and ages, and our society and economy become increasingly dependent on technology. We have a strong 

foundation of relationships, systems, information and plans upon which to build; and across the community, we 

have capability, goodwill, and commitment from governments to improve our resilience to disasters.

If individuals and communities understand the impacts of their behaviours on themselves as well as their 

families, their communities and the environment, this can help to improve their capacity to make informed 

decisions based on assessed risks. Building disaster resilience requires sustained behavioural change 

across the entire community. Successfully achieving behavioural change is beyond the capacity of a single 

organisation, and will require coordinated, whole-of-nation action. 

The resilience approach acknowledges our shared, although not equal, responsibility for dealing with disasters, 

and takes advantage of existing networks across and within governments, businesses, the not-for-profit sector 

and communities. Achieving disaster resilience is dependent on focusing not only on existing arrangements 

and services, but also on how to encourage individuals and communities to be actively involved. Governments 

are committed to working in partnership and to exploring new opportunities for building and enhancing our 

networks. If the Strategy is to succeed, we all need to understand what we can do to help build disaster 

resilience in our homes, businesses and communities. 

The Strategy does not operate in isolation; rather, it is complemented by other initiatives such as the National 

Disaster Resilience Framework, the Australian Government’s Critical Infrastructure Resilience Strategy, the 

National Climate Change Adaptation Action Plan, and the National Partnership Agreement on Natural Disaster 

Resilience. The Strategy will provide high-level, strategic direction and guidance for developing new or ongoing 

disaster resilience work.

We intend the priority outcomes outlined in the Strategy to form the basis for empowering all parties to 

understand and take responsibility for their own risks, to make informed decisions and to take appropriate action. 

Governments will support community empowerment through initiatives that generate and share information on 

hazards and risks, and will work locally with communities to reduce risk and build resilience. Government alone 

cannot empower communities; local leaders need to work with their communities and take action to better 

understand the risks their communities face so choices and decisions are appropriately informed. 

The whole-of-nation Strategy recognises the important roles we all play in achieving a more resilient Australia. 

The priority outcomes in the Strategy call on all individuals, organisations and governments to actively play 

their part. Involvement means realising the potential of all parties to build their resilience to disasters, and 

supporting and influencing these outcomes. You and your organisations need to consider how to support 

participation within your community. Governments, through adopting and supporting the Strategy, will review 

existing policies and instruments (not limited to the traditional emergency management sector), with a view to 

incorporating disaster resilience outcomes through all government operations. 

Actions needed to implement the Strategy will have a cost. The cost to individuals or to businesses might be 

in the form of time, energy or other resources. However, in the medium to long-term, the benefits of improved 

disaster resilience will exceed the costs. If we gather our collective resources in a coordinated and collaborative 

way, we can achieve the disaster resilient nation to which we aspire. The disaster resilience approach seeks 

to ensure we are able to adapt to new and emerging hazards, reduce our exposure to risks, and recover from 

disasters effectively, with an ability to move forward. 

C
ase Study 1
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COMMUNICATING INFORMATION ABOUT RISKS THROUGH 
EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT ZONES

In support of the need for planning to build local capacity and capability, 

South Australia has established eleven metropolitan and regional Zone 

Emergency Management Committees responsible for strategic emergency 

management planning within their Zone. Each of these Committees is 

chaired by Local Government and includes additional Local Government 

representation as well as representatives from the South Australian Police, 

State Emergency Service and a dedicated Zone Recovery Planner.

As identifying and understanding the nature of hazards and risks within their 

Zone is a vital component of emergency management planning, each of 

these Zones is currently undertaking an all-hazards risk study involving a 

comprehensive assessment of risks. This process is being achieved according 

to a standardised Zone emergency management planning framework that 

supports the International Standard for Risk Management and National 

Emergency Risk Assessment Guidelines. 

As part of these all-hazards risk studies, a number of risk assessment 

workshops are being conducted by each Zone involving stakeholders such 

as state government agencies, key subject matter experts and community 

organisations. This collaborative approach by the Zones ensures that accurate 

and relevant information is collated for the purpose of the risk assessment. 

It also fosters the partnerships that are ultimately essential to increasing 

community resilience at a local level.

The use of a common Zone emergency management planning framework 

and suite of assessment tools will enable the comparison of risks between 

Zones. The framework also links with the state emergency risk assessment 

processes and registers as well as those of local government. This consistent 

measurement of risks will aid in information and data sharing. In turn this will 

result in communities that are informed of local risks within each Zone and 

ultimately more resilient communities.

BETTER UNDERSTANDING RISK ON THE CLARENCE 
COASTAL AREAS

For Australia to become more resilient to disasters we need a clearer 

understanding of our risks, and what to do about them. The diverse regions, 

landscapes and climatic variations of this nation mean a disaster resilient 

community needs a local understanding of risk. 

A risk facing residents of the City of Clarence (east of Hobart) is the erosion 

and flooding that can result from sea level rise. In early 2007, a survey of risk 

awareness in this community showed high levels of concern about climate 

change, but a limited sense of its potential impacts.

In response, the Tasmanian State Emergency Service, the Australian 

Government Department of Climate Change, and the City of Clarence worked 

in partnership to complete a study on climate change risks on coastal areas. 

The report, completed in 2009, provided a preliminary assessment of the risks 

for 18 coastal locations around Clarence, both today and for 2050 and 2100. 

While the level of detail in the study is not sufficient to provide parcel-by-parcel 

risk assessments, it does provide a foundation upon which to track changes 

over time. This will enable revised scenarios and may better quantify some 

expected, but less well-defined, future changes (such as storm intensity 

and frequency). 

Key outcomes of this report include recommended changes to planning and 

development controls, short-term works on evident hazards, and development 

of long-term responses based on evidence of actual sea level changes. 

Residents will also be empowered, through consultation and information 

sharing, to make choices based on a better understanding of the impact of 

climate change on their community.

The City of Clarence Coastal Areas initiative, and others like it, will be vital 

to better understanding the risks we face and building a more disaster 

resilient nation.

C
ase Study 2

C
ase Study 3
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COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIP PROJECTS WITH CULTURALLY AND 
LINGUISTICALLY DIVERSE COMMUNITIES

Different communities experience disasters differently. Often the poorest and 

most vulnerable are hit the hardest by disaster events because they lack the 

community infrastructure or personal resources to protect themselves.

Aware that a disaster resilient nation includes all Australians, the 

Attorney-General’s Department initiated eight Jurisdictional Community 

Partnership projects between 2006 and 2010. These projects were part of a 

program that used national activities to more effectively engage with culturally 

and linguistically diverse (CALD) communities to enhance their resilience to 

disasters.

These projects generate insights into the cultural and linguistic variables that 

may lead to community vulnerability in a disaster and provide opportunities to 

draw on the wealth of relevant experience and skills within CALD communities. 

The locally-based projects involved community consultation and educational 

activities developed through partnerships between emergency management 

organisations and CALD communities.

The new relationships and linkages that emerged from these projects continue 

to build community awareness and disaster resilience through knowledge 

sharing, mutual understanding, and increased interaction, as well as 

encouraging greater volunteering and participation.

It is through building on partnership initiatives, like the CALD communities 

project, that individuals and diverse communities can be empowered to take 

responsibility and make choices that will contribute to a more disaster resilient 

nation for all.

FORGING PARTNERSHIPS THROUGH THE TRUSTED 
INFORMATION SHARING NETWORK

As climate change makes disasters more intense, inter-related and regular, the 

task of building a more disaster resilient nation cannot be left to governments 

alone. We need more strategic partnerships between government, academia, 

business and communities to make us more resilient.

One such business–government partnership is the Trusted Information Sharing 

Network (TISN) for Critical Infrastructure Resilience. The TISN provides an 

environment where business and government can share vital information on 

security issues relevant to the protection of our critical infrastructure and the 

continuity of essential services in the face of all hazards.

Since 2003, the TISN has served as an important forum through which owners 

and operators of critical infrastructure partner with governments. The aim of 

this partnership is to build confidence and reliability in the continued operation 

of the critical infrastructure that supports Australia’s national security, economic 

prosperity, and social and community wellbeing in the face of all hazards.

Through the TISN, government and business representatives work together to 

raise awareness of risks to critical infrastructure, share information on threats 

and vulnerabilities, develop strategies and techniques to assess and mitigate 

risk, and build resilience capacity within organisations. An important product 

of the TISN partnership is the way it fosters cooperation between public and 

private stakeholders on mutual concerns, and acts as an important avenue 

through which businesses can inform governments about impediments they 

see to achieving critical infrastructure resilience.

TISN is an example of contemporary efforts to enhance disaster resilience and 

highlights the importance of developing more such partnerships.

C
ase Study 4

C
ase Study 5
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THE NSW GOVERNMENT’S APPROACH TO 
BUILDING CAPABILITIES

Disaster events stretch our capacities and can overwhelm the resources of 

communities. However, disaster events also provide unique opportunities to 

build capacity and resilience within communities, agencies and organisations.

Historically, the New South Wales Government has sought to respond to 

the link between stretched and strengthened capacities by providing local 

governments that are overwhelmed or have limited experience in recovery 

with access to state government recovery experts in a consultative capacity.

This consultative approach empowers locals to make their own decisions 

with support from experienced people who can provide advice on how to 

conduct and run a recovery. At the same time they can provide guidance 

and familiarisation on local, district and state plans, as well as legislation and 

broader emergency management arrangements.

The Far West Floods of 2009 and 2010 provided a good example of this 

approach at work. During the December 2009 floods, the New South Wales 

Government provided one local shire with an experienced recovery liaison 

person to help establish arrangements and provide guidance for strategic 

decision-making.

The success of this approach was borne out in March 2010 when the same 

area was again flooded. The experience and knowledge gained were reflected 

in the proactive and strategic measures the local shire used in the integration 

of local resources, individuals and agencies within the community to assist with 

the recovery effort. This example of a community growing through recovery 

from adversity clearly demonstrates the essence of disaster resilience. 

If Australia is to become more disaster resilient, responses such as that 

demonstrated by the New South Wales Government, are essential for 

state and federal governments helping to build sustainable and effective 

resilience practices.

CSIRO RESEARCH—URBAN FLOODING

A key tenet within the resilience concept is the capacity of communities 

to ‘bounce back better’ after disaster events. This requires planning and 

preparation to not only reduce risks in the built environment, but also ensure 

recovery efforts are directed towards enhanced disaster resilience. The 

basis for these efforts must be rigorous and reliable research, as is provided 

by bodies such as the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research 

Organisation (CSIRO). 

The CSIRO has begun exploring adaptation to flooding in urban environments, 

with particular focus on building resilience in the face of climate change and 

population growth. This work has emerged out of an awareness that flooding 

in Australia’s major urban centres not only risks damage to infrastructure, but 

can also disrupt economic activity and be associated with health risks (such as 

those linked with mosquito-borne diseases and sanitation).

If Australian cities are to adapt to the threat of urban flooding, better 

information is needed on sea-level rise, storm surge frequency and wave 

energy, riverine flooding and coastal inundation, and rainfall intensity. 

CSIRO has produced regional-scale climate projections for many parts of 

Australia, and conducted research into detailed projections for extreme 

events, mapping of flood risk and coastal inundation. This knowledge can 

help inform better planning and design for building more climate-adaptive 

urban environments, reduce community vulnerability, and build local adaptive 

capacity and resilience.

Such research can highlight the need to act at the household level, and 

can support individual choices to use engineering solutions to protect their 

properties from flooding events. Further, it can enhance understanding of the 

distribution of costs and benefits of action and inform strategic and efficient 

government action.

Building disaster resilience will require a range of actions and capabilities, 

from the household, the community, and decision-makers. Research like that 

being conducted by the CSIRO into urban flooding is vital to making the right 

decisions to foster disaster resilience.

C
ase Study 6

C
ase Study 7
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APPENDIX B: GLOSSARY

Disaster. A serious disruption to community life which threatens or causes death or injury in that community 

and/or damage to property which is beyond the day-to-day capacity of the prescribed statutory authorities 

and which requires special mobilisation and organisation of resources other than those normally available to 

those authorities.

Emergency management. A range of measures to manage risks to communities and the environment; 

the organisation and management of resources for dealing with all aspects of emergencies. Emergency 

management involves the plans, structures and arrangements which are established to bring together the 

normal endeavours of government, voluntary and private agencies in a comprehensive and coordinated way 

to deal with the whole spectrum of emergency needs including prevention, response and recovery.

Emergency service. An agency responsible for the protection and preservation of life and property 

from harm resulting from incidents and emergencies. Syn. ‘emergency services authority’ and ‘emergency 

service organisation’.

Hazard. A source of potential harm or a situation with a potential to cause loss; a potential or existing 

condition that may cause harm to people or damage to property or the environment.

Mitigation. Measures taken in advance of a disaster aimed at decreasing or eliminating its impact on 

society and environment.

Not-for-profit. The purpose of providing goods or services, but not for the purpose of making profit: 

a non-profit organisation; non-profit sector.

Preparedness. Measures to ensure that, should an emergency occur, communities, resources and services 

are capable of coping with the effects; the state of being prepared.

Prevention. Measures to eliminate or reduce the incidence or severity of emergencies.

Recovery. The coordinated process of supporting emergency-affected communities in reconstruction of the 

physical infrastructure and restoration of emotional, social, economic and physical wellbeing.

Response. Actions taken in anticipation of, during, and immediately after an emergency to ensure that its 

effects are minimised, and that people affected are given immediate relief and support.

Risk. The likelihood of harmful consequences arising from the interaction of hazards, communities and the 

environment; the chance of something happening that will have an impact upon objectives. It is measured 

in terms of consequences and likelihood; a measure of harm, taking into account the consequences of an 

event and its likelihood. 
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Non-government organisations

Australian Red Cross

Not-For-Profit Advisory Group, Australian Government Disaster Recovery Committee

Adventist Development and Relief Agency

Anglicare Australia

Australian Emergency Management Volunteer Forum

Australian Red Cross

Catholic Social Services

Lifeline Queensland

Lions International

St John Ambulance

The Smith Family

Volunteering Australia

APPENDIX D: CONSULTATION LIST

Government

Australian Government departments and agencies

Australian Local Government Association

State and territory departments and agencies

State local government associations

Research/academia

Australia 21

Australian Emergency Management Institute

Australian National University, National Security College

Australian Security Research Centre

Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education 

Charles Darwin University

Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation

Flinders University, Research Centre for Disaster Resilience and Health

Griffith University, National Climate Change Adaptation Research Facility

Monash University

Department of Community Emergency Health and Paramedic Practice

Global Terrorism Research Centre

World Association for Disaster and Emergency Medicine Oceania Regional Chapter Council

RMIT, Centre for Risk and Community Safety

University of Queensland, Institute for Social Science Research

University of Western Sydney, Disaster Response and Resilience Research Group

Victoria University, Faculty of Arts, Education and Human Development

Industry

Insurance Council of Australia

Planning Institute of Australia

Real Estate Institute of Australia
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