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Acknowledging the primary role of state and territories in emergency response, what longer-term 
capaci�es and capabili�es does the Commonwealth need to develop to meet the challenges of 
the evolving strategic environment?  

Due to several factors already outlined in the discussion paper from the Department of Home 
Affairs, Australia’s natural hazard risk is expected to worsen, placing increased demands on 
emergency management capability and capacity. This will necessitate a whole-of-community, all-
hazards, whole-of-na�on approach to emergency management. 

Research and innova�on are key to building a more produc�ve and effec�ve emergency 
management capability. Capability planning must focus on the long-term. This could include the 
development of a future na�onal emergency management capability blueprint to guide research 
and investment in the next genera�on of capability, incorpora�ng industry and research 
collabora�ons. Such a blueprint would also consider future na�onal emergency management 
workforce needs.  

Na�onal leadership is a key role of the Commonwealth: 

• Na�onal coordina�on is an essen�al capability given that severe-to-catastrophic disasters 
require whole-of-na�on response. Na�onal coordina�on can support decentralised decision 
making at local levels, enabling support of and integra�on with local efforts led by states 
and territories. Leadership on na�onal disaster planning must be collabora�ve to provide 
for shared agreement across the Commonwealth, states and territories, local governments, 
NGOs, community members and businesses. 

• Promo�on of interoperable systems is an essen�al capability, both ver�cally and 
horizontally. This can be further enhanced, integrated and facilitated na�onally through the 
development of standards and data sharing. 

Natural Hazards Research Australia maintains a suite of research and evidence-based tools that can 
assist governments and organisa�ons to beter understand key capability gaps, such as the 
Capability Maturity Assessment Tool1. Na�onwide assessments similar to those undertaken in the 
United States Na�onal Preparedness Repor�ng would assist na�onwide catastrophe planning. 

At a na�onal level, what are likely to be the key pressure points or challenges for the 
Commonwealth responding to compe�ng and concurrent crises? 

Coordina�on of support to mul�ple severe emergencies occurring concurrently or sequen�ally will 
pose significant challenges for the Commonwealth. This is also increasingly likely to occur whilst the 
Commonwealth is already suppor�ng communi�es to recover from previous severe emergencies, or 
where severe emergencies are occurring concurrently, resul�ng in conflic�ng resource demands. In 

 

1 Gissing, A 2023. Measuring capability maturity for severe-to-catastrophic disasters. Australian Journal of 
Emergency Management, pp.26-29. 



 

the absence of legisla�on, the Commonwealth’s authority to exercise na�onal leadership and 
coordinate Commonwealth, state and private assets depends on good will and coopera�on2. 

Natural Hazards Research Australia’s research demonstrates that compound disasters have 
increased in frequency in the last decade3. Specific challenges posed by compound disasters 
include: 

• Government and emergency services resources might already be overwhelmed and 
exhausted by previous events. An international example of this occurred in 2017 in the 
United States when multiple hurricanes and wildfires nationally were said to have 
presented challenges on an unprecedented scale, including shortages in the availability of 
debris removal contractors and delays in removing debris. In addition, FEMA’s workforce 
was overwhelmed, leading to the deployment of a large number of unqualified and 
inexperienced staff which further complicated response efforts4. 

• In some cases, further vulnerability occurs when damage to weakened structures, including 
mitigation works, happens as a result of cascading extreme events – for example, a hail-
damaged roof being inundated with heavy rainfall at a later date, resulting in further 
demands for Commonwealth support and expenditure. 

• Infrastructure required for effective national response can be damaged by previous events, 
limiting the capacity to effectively respond and placing greater demand on scarce resources 
such as large aircraft. 

• People may be displaced from their communities and as a result they might be exposed to 
subsequent natural hazards, creating ongoing impacts for Commonwealth support and 
expenditure.  

• Communities might be experiencing ongoing trauma from previous events or from other 
underlying factors that may reduce their resilience, creating greater need for further 
Commonwealth support and expenditure. 

 

How could the Commonwealth build community resilience and capability so they are beter able 
to respond to and recover from na�onal-level crises? 

Community resilience can be built through investment in community organisa�ons. Natural Hazards 
Research Australia’s research examining the involvement of community organisa�ons in disaster 
management found that the primary barrier to community organisa�on involvement was a lack of 
funding. Funding was an issue for almost all organisa�ons regardless of their size, jurisdic�on or 
structure. Other barriers nominated include: 

 

2  Eburn, M, Moore, C, Gissing, A 2019. The poten�al role of the Commonwealth in responding to catastrophic 
disasters, Bushfire and Natural Hazards CRC, Melbourne 2019. 
3 Gissing, A, Timms, M, Browning, S, Crompton, R & McAneney, J. (2022) Compound natural disasters in 
Australia: a historical analysis, Environmental Hazards, 21:2, 159-173, DOI: 10.1080/17477891.2021.1932405 
4 US Government Accountability Office. (2018). 2017 Hurricanes and Wildfires. 
htps://www.gao.gov/products/gao-18-472   



 

• A percep�on that there is a lack of awareness regarding the capabili�es offered by 
community organisa�ons and that community organisa�ons are not recognised as players 
in disaster management. 

• A government-centric approach to emergency services that does not recognise the role and 
value of community organisa�ons, resul�ng in loss of collabora�on opportuni�es. 

• A lack of clarity amongst community organisa�ons regarding what their roles are. 
• Challenges in maintaining a trained and ready volunteer workforce. 
• Inhibitors to government sharing informa�on about those impacted by disasters with 

community organisa�ons due to privacy concerns. 
Addressing these barriers via funding, improved role clarity, training and skills development, 
acknowledgement and greater visibility of the capability of community organisa�ons would assist to 
enhance capabili�es offered and subsequently enhance community resilience5. 

 

What changes in the current system are necessary to help Australia have the right capabili�es and 
capacity to handle concurrent crises?  

Australia must adopt a whole-of-community, all hazards, whole-of-na�on approach to emergency 
management. Disaster management requires the knowledge, exper�se and resources of 
government (Commonwealth, state and local), NGOs, business, First Na�ons groups and civil society 
to ensure effec�ve preven�on, preparedness, response and recovery (PPRR). The realisa�on that 
tradi�onal approaches to PPRR are not as effec�ve in the case of severe-to-catastrophic disasters 
must also be considered. Different non-linier, itera�ve, whole-of-system protocols and frameworks 
must be considered in light of the changing environment and impacts of climate change. 

A whole-of-na�on approach is key given that severe-to-catastrophic disasters will overwhelm the 
capacity of any single jurisdic�on. This requires a focus on interoperability; that is, having common 
systems, procedures, equipment and training to ensure responses are efficient and effec�ve. 

Collabora�on must be considered key to bolstering capability and capacity. For example, research 
has shown that the response to Hurricane Katrina in the US required 535 different organisa�ons 
across different sectors, and that influen�al individuals in addi�on to official informa�on sources on 
social media, were effec�ve in amplifying and propaga�ng informa�on to build trusted situa�onal 
awareness. 

A whole-of-community approach is already being par�ally implemented in Australia, with 
community organisa�ons and businesses contribu�ng resources and exper�se. Collabora�on, 
though, is limited and ad-hoc, diminishing the value that partnerships could achieve. Tradi�onally, 
emergency management has been government centric and there is a need to further embrace 
capability from other sectors, through collabora�on and informa�on sharing, via a network of 
networks approach. 

 

5   Gissing, A & George, s (2021) Community Organisa�on Involvement in Disaster Management. Bushfire and 
Natural Hazards CRC. Melbourne Australia 



 

The role of emergency services in responding to a catastrophe must adjust from one which typically 
undertakes direct taskings to one which would facilitate, lead, support and enable community-led 
ac�ons. An ini�al step would be to focus efforts on enhancing collabora�ons across government, 
community organisa�ons, businesses and First Na�ons groups. The implementa�on of the approach 
would best be supported through the development of a framework defining collabora�on 
mechanisms at different levels. The Commonwealth is uniquely placed to work with those 
organisa�ons whose footprint spans mul�ple jurisdic�ons including large businesses and NGOs. 

Strong involvement and collabora�on from businesses and community organisa�ons reduces the 
need for total reliance on government and resources and there are strong advantages in integra�ng 
their capabili�es into collec�ve disaster plans. 

There is interna�onal evidence that demonstrates that the business sector can act more efficiently 
than government in some cases. For example, in responding to Hurricane Sandy (2012) in the 
United States, the business sector was able to move eight �mes the amount of food into affected 
areas compared with the combined efforts of government and non-government organisa�ons6. 
Similarly, a�er Hurricane Katrina (2005), the retail store, Wal-Mart, frequently outpaced the United 
States FEMA by several days7. The business sector can also act with more flexibility than 
government, making faster decisions and acquiring, moving and disposing of resources rapidly 
taking advantage of their global networks and supply chains. 

What models could the Commonwealth explore to replace or supplement support currently 
provided by the ADF during domes�c crisis?  

 
• How could we harness the cri�cal role of volunteers and civilian groups under this model? 

 
Volunteers 
Natural Hazards Research Australia’s research has found that ensuring the long-term 
sustainability of Australia’s formal emergency response volunteer capacity is a key issue 
within the emergency management sector. Natural Hazards Research Australia con�nues to 
support research focused on developing and enhancing volunteering capability. Research 
has discovered crea�ve and innova�ve sugges�ons to enhance volunteering, including 
strengthening incen�ves through direct remunera�on for volunteers, tax incen�ves and 
volunteering leave arrangements with employers; and reducing compliance and regula�on 
burdens on volunteers8. 
 

 

6 Kaufman, D., Bach, R. & Riquelme, J. (2015) Engaging the whole community in the United States. Strategies 
for suppor�ng community resilience. CRISMART, 41, 151-186. 
7 Chandra, A., Moen, S. & Sellers, C. 2016. What role does the private sector have in suppor�ng disaster 
recovery, and what challenges does it face in doing so? 
Available:htps://www.rand.org/pubs/perspec�ves/PE187.html 
8McLennan, B (2022) Emergency volunteering 2030: Views from emergency response volunteer 
representa�ves – Environmental scan report 4. Bushfire and Natural Hazards CRC. Melbourne, Australia 



 

Natural Hazards Research Australia has now commenced a further research project �tled 
Reimaging Emergency Management Volunteering – More than Words9. The research aims 
to: 

o Reframe and reimagine emergency management volunteering challenges and 
opportuni�es in different ways compared to the past to reveal new kinds of 
solu�ons. 

o Iden�fy and undertake ac�on research that supports volunteers and organisa�ons 
to engage with and learn from many different perspec�ves and experiences, and to 
create opportuni�es to influence the sector toward inves�ng in new, innova�ve, 
and sustainable approaches. 

o Develop and refine a Na�onal Volunteer Sustainability Blueprint as a living 
document to guide strategic, na�onal-level, and collabora�ve ac�on to support 
emergency management volunteers (the people), volunteering (the ac�vi�es) and 
volunteerism (the culture). 

 
 
Civilian Groups 
Natural Hazards Research Australia has completed research into the involvement of 
community organisa�ons in emergency management10. Key findings of this research 
include: 

o Resilience is the core business of most community organisa�ons, with contribu�ons 
of community organisa�ons being viewed as both effec�ve and valuable. 

o Key strengths of community organisa�ons include: 
 Access to local knowledge 
 Understanding of community needs 
 Focus on people who are vulnerable 
 Community trust 

o 50% of community organisa�ons have a high or very high appe�te to become more 
involved in disaster management, although ul�mately are resource-constrained.  

o Government planning should work with community organisa�ons to ac�vely 
iden�fy the range of organisa�ons, their networks and needs. This ac�vity should 
enhance awareness of the capabili�es of different community organisa�ons.  

o Government and business should also pursue collabora�on with community 
organisa�ons to build community resilience, par�cularly when targe�ng the 
vulnerable and to leverage their local networks and knowledge. 

o Efforts of community organisa�ons can be undermined by disrup�on because of 
disasters. Specific efforts should be made to improve the business resilience of 

 

9 htps://www.naturalhazards.com.au/research/research-projects/reimagining-emergency-management-
volunteering-more-just-words 
10 Gissing, A & George, s (2021) Community Organisa�on Involvement in Disaster Management. Bushfire and 
Natural Hazards CRC. Melbourne Australia 



 

community organisa�ons as well as resourcing and co-ordina�ng efforts from the 
central and local perspec�ves.  

 
First Nations Peoples 
Natural Hazards Research Australia’s research con�nues to iden�fy opportuni�es to 
enhance collabora�on between emergency managers and First Na�ons groups. A series of 
principles have been developed to enhance collabora�on including: 

o Equity and social jus�ce: Land and emergency management agencies acknowledge 
First Na�ons peoples’ rights to Country and should ac�vely seek to partner with and 
enable First Na�ons peoples to make decisions about their Country. 

o Self-determina�on: Land and emergency management agencies should ac�vely 
support First Na�ons peoples’ self-determina�on in all aspects of cultural fire and 
land management. 

o Governance: Land and emergency management agencies should seek to 
understand the diversity of First Na�ons communi�es and ensure they are 
partnering with the right people for Country. 

o Resourcing: Land and emergency management agencies should provide adequate, 
dedicated resources to enable meaningful partnerships with First Na�ons peoples 
so that they can fulfil their obliga�ons to look a�er Country. 

o Respec�ul learning: Land and emergency management agencies should work to 
respec�ully learn about and enable cultural fire and land management approaches 
as First Na�ons peoples see fit, while implemen�ng processes to protect First 
Na�ons peoples’ cultural and intellectual property. 

o Re-regula�ng fire and land: Land and emergency management agencies should 
reform, revise and adapt fire and land management processes, policies, regula�ons, 
and legisla�on to maximise the opportuni�es for First Na�ons peoples’ 
par�cipa�on in cultural fire ac�vi�es. 

o Educa�on and cultural safety: Land and emergency management agencies should 
create an organisa�onal culture that respects and celebrates diversity, including 
First Na�ons peoples’ culture, knowledge, and prac�ces. 

o Accountability: Land and emergency management agencies should establish, 
improve, and report appropriate and effec�ve measures of their success in 
partnership ini�a�ves with First Na�ons peoples. 

o Research: Land and emergency management agencies should support the research 
agendas of First Na�ons peoples11. 
 

Natural Hazards Research Australia is currently working to explore opportuni�es presented 
by Indigenous Ranger Groups in Northern Australia to bolster emergency management 

 

11 McKemey M, Neale T & Costello O (2021) Principles for enhanced collabora�on between land and 
emergency management agencies and Indigenous peoples – green paper, Bushfire and Natural Hazards CRC, 
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capability12. For example, First Na�ons researchers and their communi�es have shared their 
experiences of the recent Burketown flood. The Indigenous Ranger Groups and Carpentaria 
Land Council Aboriginal Corpora�on supported their community to respond, and 
highlighted how local First Na�ons knowledge and situa�onal awareness can strengthen 
disaster planning and preparedness, and how exis�ng governance structures and 
rela�onships with Tradi�onal Owner groups can empower relief and recovery. 
 

• How do these models supplement, but not replicate, exis�ng models opera�ng at a state 
and territory and local level?  
Expansion of the u�lisa�on of community organisa�ons, businesses and First Na�ons 
groups through a whole-of-community approach complements tradi�onal emergency 
management capability and models. 

 
• What role could industry / the private sector play? How can the Government atract 

increased investment in emergency management from the private sector?  
Natural Hazards Research Australia has completed research on the involvement of a range 
of different businesses in emergency management13. The research found: 

o Large businesses acknowledged a role in ensuring their resilience and the safety of 
their staff. Businesses were mo�vated to invest in disaster resilience to keep 
employees, customers and neighbours safe and to reduce the risk of business 
disrup�on. 

o Most businesses did not perceive a role for themselves in community disaster 
preparedness and believed they lacked the capabili�es to do so.  

o Most big businesses but few small businesses believed that they had a role in 
disaster response. These roles were to protect the safety of staff and customers, 
ensure the resilience of their opera�ons and support any staff who volunteered 
with emergency services. Businesses were mo�vated to take this role by the need 
to ensure employee and customer safety and the resilience of their opera�ons. 

o Only a few businesses saw a role for themselves in suppor�ng emergency services 
during disasters. Those that did had access to plant and equipment, and some were 
trained in emergency management.  

o Large businesses believed they had a strong role in disaster recovery from both an 
internal and wider community perspec�ve: 
• They saw they must lead the restora�on of their business opera�ons and 

infrastructure whilst maintaining the safety of their staff and customers. 
Restora�on of business opera�ons was seen to be cri�cal to ensure that vital 

 

12 Connec�ng Indigenous people and the emergency management sector – effec�ve partnerships | 
Natural Hazards Research Australia 
13 Gissing, A & George S (2023) Business involvement in disaster management, Natural Hazards Research 
Australia, Melbourne. 



 

supply chains recommenced, that people could return to their employment and 
local economies could commence recovery 

• Businesses saw their role in provision of support to communi�es as: fulfilling 
obliga�ons to customers; making cash dona�ons, fund raising and managing 
public appeals; allowing staff to volunteer to support recovery efforts through 
corporate volunteering projects with community organisa�ons; assis�ng to 
coordinate spontaneous volunteering; making product and service dona�ons; 
providing specialist equipment and exper�se; collabora�ng to ensure provision 
of necessi�es; providing flexibility to customers to be responsive to their needs; 
providing facili�es for evacua�on, recovery centres and accommoda�on; taking 
leadership and coordina�on roles in recovery; assis�ng to provide recovery 
informa�on to community members; providing priority in their service 
provision to emergency management organisa�ons and assis�ng in 
reconstruc�on ac�vi�es. 

o Large and small businesses were mo�vated to par�cipate in disaster recovery to 
ensure the safety of their staff and customers, maintain market share, serve the 
community as a core part of their brand and values, ensure prosperity of economies 
that businesses rely on, build their brand; u�lise a socially responsible brand to 
their advantage; and build staff mo�va�on and sa�sfac�on. 

o The provision of support to communi�es was viewed as discre�onary and 
dependent on the capability and type of business. Whilst businesses need to deliver 
profits to shareholders, it is not the sole objec�ve driving business. Rather, the 
purpose of a business was regarded as more complex in serving mul�ple objec�ves. 
Social responsibility was seen to be a demand of customers, employees and 
external stakeholders. The ability to provide support to communi�es and act in a 
socially responsible manner is dependent upon a company’s ability to afford to do 
so by making profits, that is, a balance must be achieved between profit-making 
and inves�ng in communi�es. 

o There are many strengths of involving large businesses in disaster management that 
include prior experience in disaster response and recovery; vast logis�cal 
capabili�es and knowledge of supply chains; relevant resources such as plant and 
equipment and trained personnel; extensive and trusted na�onal networks; 
collabora�ve approaches; diversity of capability and specialist exper�se; flexibility, 
scalability and adapta�on; local presence and connec�ons. 

o Barriers to further involvement in disaster management for larger businesses 
included lack of understanding of community needs and of how best to be involved; 
lack of exis�ng rela�onships or disrup�on to rela�onships; lack of alignment 
between businesses and government, typified by a government centric approach; 
commercial resources being finite, with commercial reali�es to consider; different 
emergency management and opera�ng arrangements in different jurisdic�ons; 
concurrent major disasters straining resources and lack of informa�on-sharing 
between businesses. Barriers to small businesses included: lack of capability, not 



 

being within the charter of their organisa�on, lack of rela�onships with government 
organisa�ons and lack of knowledge as to how to engage. 

o Some large businesses had an appe�te to be more involved in disaster 
management, par�cularly to support communi�es. Appe�te for involvement was 
context-dependent, driven by the expecta�ons of customers and employees, 
dependent on businesses having a suitable role and alignment with company 
values. Few small businesses had any appe�te for further involvement in disaster 
management. 

o Some large businesses saw a risk to their businesses brand and reputa�on if they 
were not involved in disaster management. Some risks when businesses get 
involved included: not mee�ng community expecta�ons; not adequately 
understanding the needs of impacted communi�es; partnering with organisa�ons 
that were not credible; ensuring dona�ons were effec�ve; work, health and safety 
(WHS) of staff opera�ng in disaster areas; undermining of local businesses and 
reducing the speed of local economic recovery and lack of insurance cover. 

 
Lessons in collabora�on and engagement can be gained from elsewhere. The United States 
has adopted an approach to incen�vise business collabora�ons through informa�on 
exchange and asking businesses what government can do for them to help them recover 
and ensure their con�nuity. This approach recognises that maintaining business con�nuity 
is key to reducing demands on government services. FEMA developed a virtual Na�onal 
Business Opera�ons Centre that acts to exchange informa�on between government and 
the business sector. During disasters, the Na�onal Business Opera�ons Centre provides real-
�me situa�onal awareness and ground-truthing on the needs of impacted communi�es. 
Further, FEMA created a business sector role within its Na�onal Coordina�on Centre to 
facilitate informa�on-sharing with businesses. Regular forums are also held between 
government and business to promote this collabora�on. The Na�onal Coordina�on 
Mechanism is Australia’s equivalent framework that posi�vely supports collabora�on across 
government, businesses and NGOs14. 

 
Are there sectors that could replicate the capabili�es provided by the ADF?  

No�ng previously described Natural Hazards Research Australia research findings,15 there are 
models in which the business and exis�ng emergency service sectors could be u�lised to further 
assist in emergency management. Some examples include: 

 

14 Buffone, J & Cameron R (2023) Coordina�ng Australia’s response to natural disasters and na�onal crises. 
[Available Online] Coordina�ng Australia’s response to natural disasters and na�onal crises | The Strategist 
(aspistrategist.org.au) 
15 Gissing, A & George S (2023) Business involvement in disaster management, Natural Hazards Research 
Australia, Melbourne. 



 

• FEMA maintains contrac�ng arrangements for debris removal, logis�cs and sheltering 
assistance16. 

• Victorian State Emergency Services maintain panel arrangements of engineering experts to 
provide water modelling and geotechnical exper�se17. 

• Aerial firefigh�ng arrangements between response agencies and the avia�on sector are 
conducted through the Na�onal Aerial Firefigh�ng Centre. 

Likewise, the Commonwealth could maintain panel arrangements to access services from 
businesses. 

What are the cri�cal func�ons the Commonwealth Government should con�nue to perform in 
disaster relief and recovery, in support of local, state and territory governments?  

It is important for the Commonwealth government to con�nue to resource and work with all 
stakeholders to coordinate effec�ve disaster arrangements at both central and local levels. While 
private business, NGOs, First Na�ons groups and community groups all have a cri�cal role to play in 
these arrangements, they must be jointly planned and enacted with stakeholders if they are to 
achieve the best possible outcomes for society. The Commonwealth is uniquely placed to take the 
lead in developing frameworks and approaches to “jointness” which will underpin effec�ve risk 
awareness and management at all levels, and support capacity building for disaster response from 
central, regional and local perspec�ves. 

What legisla�ve, regulatory or policy changes could be undertaken to make it financially viable 
for other sectors to contribute to a Commonwealth crisis response capability? 

Natural Hazards Research Australia has previously completed research on the poten�al role of the 
Commonwealth in responding to catastrophic disasters. A reference to this research is provided18. 

 

 

16 fema.gov/business-industry/doing-business 
17 1926320.pdf (floods.asn.au) 
 
18 Eburn, M, Moore, C, Gissing, A 2019. The poten�al role of the Commonwealth in responding to catastrophic 
disasters, Bushfire and Natural Hazards CRC, Melbourne 2019. 


