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Executive summary 
 

This report details outcomes of a project that aimed to raise awareness and strengthen disaster 

preparedness in human service organisations. Through a series of workshops and tailored activities, 

the project engaged with human service organisations to develop Disaster Resilience Plans. These 

Disaster Resilience Plans involved risk assessments, and planning for business continuity to facilitate 

the management of service disruption in the immediate and post-disaster period. According to 

Ingram and Redshaw (2017, p. 52), human service organisations need to embrace disaster 

preparedness as ‘core business’ activity to facilitate a whole-of-community approach to reduce 

disaster risk. And yet, previous studies indicate that human service organisations are faced with 

many challenges relating to disaster preparedness and are often ill-prepared for the potential 

impacts of disasters on their capacity to deliver services (Boetto et al., 2021; Ingram & Redshaw, 

2017; Mallon, et al., 2013).  

 

The project was undertaken in the regional centre of Wagga Wagga, New South Wales (NSW). 

Located on Wiradyuri land, the regional centre is situated along the second longest river in Australia, 

the Murrumbidgee River. Wagga Wagga is the largest inland city in NSW and central to the 

agricultural region of the Riverina with a geographical catchment area of approximately 100,000 

people. The regional centre is situated half-way between the largest cities in Australia, 

approximately 452 kilometres southwest of Sydney and 456 kilometres northeast of Melbourne. 

Wagga Wagga operates as a service centre for surrounding agricultural districts and townships. 

Employing a range of human service professionals, such as social workers, health workers, 

psychologists and counsellors, human service organisations in Wagga Wagga consist of a diverse 

range of agencies, including government and non-government services.  

 

In recent decades, the regional centre has been subject to extreme weather events and disasters, 

including bushfires, droughts, heatwaves, and floods, with 9000 people evacuating the central 

business district in 2012 due to flood (Australian Institute for Disaster Resilience, 2012). In the 

summer of 2018-2019, a heatwave resulted in 12 days across the month of January with a maximum 

temperature above 40 degrees Celsius and 22 days with a minimum temperature above 20 degrees 

Celsius (Bureau of Meteorology, 2019). Catastrophic bushfires in the nearby Snowy Valleys during 

the summer of 2019-2020 damaged over 330, 000 hectares of land (NSW government, 2020) and 

saw an 86 percent increase in respiratory-related presentations to emergency departments 

throughout the Riverina (AIHW, 2020). Located close to the NSW-Victorian border, Wagga Wagga 
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was also directly impacted by the closure of the border in 2020-2021 due to COVID-19 restrictions, 

seriously disrupting family and community relationships, as well as business activities.  

 

Outcomes of the project revealed an increase in knowledge and action about disaster preparedness. 

The importance of cross-sectorial networks between human service organisations and emergency 

services and inter-professional collaboration between human service organisations were key factors 

enhancing their capacity to develop strategies for disaster preparedness. Integral to enhancing the 

disaster preparedness of human service organisations was understanding their role within a 

coordinated community approach, as well as developing their independence for managing disrupted 

services. Significantly, human service organisations highlighted the importance of incorporating 

diverse perspectives within a holistic understanding of disaster preparedness and of implementing a 

multidimensional approach to enacting disaster preparedness within their organisations, including 

direct practice with service users or clients. However, human service organisations experienced a 

range of challenges, including a lack of resources to address gaps in preparedness, suggesting the 

need for structural change within the human services sector to adequately plan for impending 

disaster events.  

1. Key findings 

1.1 Increased knowledge and action 

All participants reported an increase in knowledge about disaster preparedness from engagement in 

the project. The breadth of knowledge gained included an increased understanding of the holistic 

nature of disasters, greater clarity about their role and delegation of duties within a community 

context, established sustainable networks, localised planning, and consideration of how disasters 

impact upon service users, service delivery and the local community. Participants also referred to 

this knowledge as accelerating progress in creating their organisation’s Disaster Resilience Plans, 

moving them beyond mere understanding towards the development of concrete, practicable plans 

relevant to their specific organisation. 

1.2 Enhanced cross-sectorial and inter-professional relationships 

Participants identified the opportunity to develop cross-sectorial networks as a positive feature of 

the project. Participants valued the presence and involvement of emergency services personnel and 

disaster resilience specialists, particularly the practical aspects of being able to a meet, speak with 

and problem-solve their specific organisational needs. Participants also reported positive outcomes 

from the opportunity to develop inter-professional collaboration with other human service 
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professionals to share ideas and learn from one another’s experiences. The allocation of time within 

the project to network, problem-solve and share experiences in small groups was integral to 

fostering these relationships. 

1.3 Expanded direct practice interventions with service users 

Throughout the project participants recognised the need to implement a multidimensional approach 

to disaster preparedness, including direct practice with service users. While increasing disaster 

preparedness within organisations at all levels is important, participants highlighted how the project 

had increased their understanding of service user vulnerabilities and the need for service continuity 

in times of disaster. A continuous and embedded approach to enhancing service user disaster 

resilience became evident, for example via the inclusion of disaster preparedness during intake, 

assessment, and intervention processes.  

1.4 Consideration of diverse perspectives and experiences  

Participants expressed an appreciation of content in the project that provided diverse views on 

vulnerability and models of disaster resilience, including moving beyond dominant discourses in 

disaster resilience. Specifically, this involved hearing from a local Wiradyuri Elder and an Indigenous 

Australian scientist about holistic approaches to caring for Country and ways in which Indigenous 

cultural values and wisdom can meaningfully contribute to resilience. The diverse experiences and 

needs of service user groups, gender inequity, and greater understanding of community group 

vulnerabilities were considered important aspects for understanding disaster preparedness within 

their organisations and the communities they serve. 

 

1.5 Organisational challenges and barriers  

Participants identified resource paucity within their organisations as a major barrier to being able to 

fully commit to project requirements. These barriers related to lack of time, staff shortages, COVID-

19 fatigue, ongoing organisational restructure, staff turnover, and change. Participants who were 

not allocated extra time by management to attend the workshops and develop Disaster Resilience 

Plans were particularly challenged by a lack of time and forced to prioritise the many crises facing 

service users on a daily basis.  

1.6 Provision of workshop content and resources 

The workshop content and resources were considered a highlight by participants, especially with 

regard to the practical nature and concrete applicability of the activities and discussion. This 

practical approach enabled participants to use and adapt templates according to their organisation’s 
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needs and were provided on a take-away USB drive. A key factor to these resources was ensuring 

they were relevant to the issues and needs of human service organisations.  

1.7 Diverse and interactive approach  

Participants valued the diverse approach to the provision of support throughout the project, 

including the workshop program, as well as additional support provided between workshops.  

Although face-to-face workshops were preferred overall, both online and face-to-face modes of 

delivery were appreciated in the context of COVID-19 restrictions. Additional support provided 

between workshops included online ‘drop-in’ sessions facilitated by a research team and attended 

by a disaster resilience specialist, as well as in-person, individual follow-up sessions. 

2. Key outputs 

The project endeavoured to produce tangible outcomes via an action research and participatory 

approach. Key outcomes of the project included the following: 

2.1 Model of disaster preparedness  

Drawing from the project findings, an ULTRIS model of disaster preparedness for enhancing resilient 

human service organisations was developed (see Appendix 10.1). The ULTRIS model depicts six main 

dimensions of preparedness designed to strengthen the resilience and capacity of human service 

organisations in the immediate and post-disaster period. This model represents a practical, 

replicable and sustainable outcome of the project for use in other locations. 

2.2 Workshop program  

A series of three workshops were designed to facilitate the development of Disaster Resilience Plans 

(see Appendix 10.2). The workshops were underpinned by participation and collaboration and aimed 

to develop a practical and applied approach for policy planning and development within 

organisations. The workshops aimed to produce tangible, solution-focused outcomes involving the 

development of revised risk registers, business continuity plans, recovery plans, and disaster toolkits.  

2.3 Online, free, short course  

A free, online, short course was developed for professionals, management, and community 

members interested in enhancing disaster preparedness in human service organisations (see 

Appendix 10.3). The course is hosted by Charles Sturt University using the OpenLearning platform 

and is openly accessible to the wider community. The course represents an enduring and sustainable 

outcome, providing practical information for organisations to enhance their organisational disaster 
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preparedness. At the time of writing this report, the course was being reviewed by the project’s 

Advisory Group for final adjustments. 

2.4 Organisational and service user preparedness kits 

Organisational and service user toolkits were created for each participating human service 

organisation, including detailed instructions to enable replication and adaptation in other 

organisational contexts and locations (see Appendix 10.4). The organisational toolkits added a 

practical component to their business continuity and Disaster Resilience Plans; and the service user 

toolkits were presented as an exemplar toolkit for direct practice with service users and households. 

2.5 Resources and templates  

A range of resources and templates were gathered and modified for use by human service 

organisations and may be adapted for future use in other locations (see Appendix 10.5).  

3. Recommendations and discussion 

3.1 Recognising the unique role and contribution of human service organisations 

Recognising the unique role and contribution of human service organisations promotes effective 

action towards mitigating the inequitable impacts of disasters on marginalised groups. Given that 

human service organisations engage with people experiencing poverty and disadvantage as part of 

everyday practice, they are in a unique position to promote an inclusive and participatory approach 

to enhancing community disaster resilience. Throughout the project participating human service 

organisations revealed important information about vulnerable community members, pockets of 

disadvantage, existing mutual support networks, access issues, and contextualised and localised 

knowledge. As such, a local community’s network of human services organisations should be 

regarded as a critical contributor to policy development, disaster preparedness planning, response, 

and recovery. 

 

This recommendation is supported by research identifying human service workers as being well-

equipped for understanding diverse community needs in the context of disasters, including people 

who are homeless (Fogel, 2017), people with disabilities (Hay & Pascoe, 2019), people from 

culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds (Marlowe & Lucy, 2013) and women and children 

subject to gender-based violence (True, 2013). A key aspect also relating to disaster preparedness is 

the unique capacity for human service organisations to facilitate communication between residents 

and formal emergency response services (Ingram & Redshaw, 2017; Howard, et al., 2018; Kim et al., 
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2021). This knowledge and contribution of human service organisations is a potential resource for 

improving local community disaster resilience. 

3.2 Foregrounding disaster preparedness in human service organisations 

Foregrounding disaster preparedness as part of core business activity in human service organisations 

is essential for enabling their capacity to contribute to community disaster resilience. This centring 

of disaster preparedness involves broadening the scope of conventional priority areas relating to 

improving health and wellbeing to include disaster resilience. It also involves extending the 

conceptualisation of disaster practice in human service organisations, usually emphasising response 

and recovery efforts, as inclusive of an organisational approach to disaster preparedness. 

Fundamental to advancing this conceptual shift is an understanding that disaster preparedness is 

intrinsically linked to service user and community wellbeing and therefore congruent with overall 

objectives of human service organisations. However, throughout the project participating human 

service organisations found enacting a proactive approach to disaster preparedness challenging due 

to an overall paucity of resources, including lack of time, staff shortages and limited funding, which 

restrained participation in project activities. One of the most challenging issues was prioritising 

disaster preparedness within the workplace context of competing demands associated with service 

user needs. The provision of resources is therefore essential for enabling human service 

organisations the opportunity to embrace disaster preparedness as core business activity, and as 

intrinsically linked to community and service user wellbeing. 

 

Structural change involving the appointment of specific roles and/or flexibility within existing role 

descriptions is integral to facilitating human service organisations’ capacity to enhance disaster 

preparedness. The participating human service organisations most successful with completing 

project activities were those who were assigned additional time and who had created a specific role 

for this purpose, compared to those who were expected to complete activities as an ‘add-on’ to 

existing workloads. In addition, structural change to short-term funding contracts pervasive in the 

human services sector would allow greater flexibility for participation in disaster preparedness and 

planning activities. This recommendation is supported by research identifying restrictive, short term 

funding contracts as a barrier to organisations’ adaptive capacity in response to disasters (Mallon, et 

al., 2013) and human service workers’ uncertainty about deviating from funding requirements to 

undertake environmental sustainability activities in the workplace (Boetto et al., 2020). 
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3.3 Fostering cross-sectorial partnerships and cooperation 

Strengthening cross-sectorial partnerships between human service organisations and emergency 

services is a key factor for enhancing a coordinated community approach to disaster preparedness. A 

cross-sectorial approach brings together diverse perspectives, knowledge, and resources, and has 

the potential to facilitate improved levels of community resilience. Participating human service 

organisations valued the presence and involvement of emergency services personnel and disaster 

resilience specialists, particularly the practical aspects of being able to a meet, speak with and 

problem-solve their specific organisational needs. This holistic approach incorporating 

interdisciplinary cooperation, encouraged reciprocal relationships and a mutual learning experience. 

For human service organisations, the development of independence for managing disrupted 

services, rather than assuming a ‘shutdown’ mentality was a noteworthy outcome. This 

interdisciplinary approach highlights the benefits of developing meaningful relationships and 

integrating a wider range of community organisations, networks, and teams for building 

interdisciplinary knowledge about the multidimensional nature of effective preparedness planning.  

 

This cross-sectorial approach to disaster preparedness corresponds with the National Disaster Risk 

Reduction Framework (2018) and the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (2015), which 

argues for a multidisciplinary and multi-level approach that brings together governments, 

professionals, public and private sectors, and communities to reduce the risk of disasters. 

Developing stronger partnerships between human service organisations and emergency services at 

the local level could further contribute to strengthening community capacity, particularly for 

marginalised groups, to foster inclusive and participatory approaches and to reduce the inequities 

exacerbated by natural disasters (Harms, et al. 2020). 

3.4 Strengthening involvement of human service organisations in local processes 

Strengthening the role of human service organisations in local processes to build strategic capacity is 

a vital part of the ecology of community disaster resilience. A sustained effort to engage human 

service organisations as local partners will complement the work of all entities involved in disaster 

resilience, including emergency responders. Enacting a role for human service organisations in local 

processes will also support, establish, and reinforce cross-sectorial relationships and enhance human 

service organisational involvement in community disaster preparedness activities.  

 

Further, it is important that the role of human service organisations be reflected across all levels of 

government.  As articulated in the Commonwealth Government response to the Royal Commission 
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into National Natural Disaster Management Arrangements (2020), collective responsibility to build 

strategic capability across Commonwealth, state and territory, and local government levels through 

multi-sector collaboration reduces the impact of disasters on communities and promotes the 

effective use of resources. This recommendation is also supported by research highlighting that 

when there is a multilevel legislative framework in place, along with consistent national planning and 

regulatory frameworks, action at the local community level is likely to be more effective and 

efficient, particularly for vulnerable communities, groups, and individuals (Appleby et al., 2017).  

3.5 Transforming ‘everyday’ professional practice in human service organisations  

Building on previous recommendations, including Recommendation 1 (Recognising the unique role 

and contribution of human service organisations) and Recommendation 2 (Foregrounding disaster 

preparedness in human service organisations), transformational change to the way human service 

workers undertake ‘everyday’ professional practice is needed. Participating human service 

organisations recognised potential opportunities for embedding disaster preparedness within their 

practice approach, for example at the intake and assessment phases of the helping relationship. 

Human service workers, such as social workers and welfare workers, are known for undertaking a 

systemic approach to professional practice, which takes account of micro (individual), meso (group) 

and macro (community) aspects of people’s lives. This multidimensional approach provides human 

service workers the opportunity to positively influence the level of disaster preparedness as part of 

everyday professional practice when working with individuals, groups, communities, and 

organisations. This recommendation is supported by research highlighting the need for disaster 

preparedness to be more consistently enacted in human services practice as an ongoing, localised, 

dynamic, and dialogic process (Boetto et al, 2021).  

4. Project background  

The project emerged from a community consultation event in 2018, facilitated by Charles Sturt 

University, with key community stakeholders about local needs. One of the researchers attending 

this consultation had the opportunity to meet and speak with representatives from the Rural Fire 

Service and Police Service about disaster resilience in Wagga Wagga. After accepting an invitation to 

attend a Local Emergency Management Committee (LEMC) meeting, researchers at Charles Sturt 

University engaged in a series of meetings with leaders in emergency services to discuss the issues, 

impacts and needs of the local community in relation to disaster resilience.  

 

Emerging from these discussions were emergency services organisations’ experiences involving local 

human service organisations during the flooding of the Murrumbidgee River in 2010 and 2012. 



13 
 
 

Anecdotally, emergency services received numerous questions and concerns from human service 

organisations about their role in responding to local needs during and following these events. These 

experiences corresponded with conversations the researchers had had with local social workers 

about their desire to learn more about their roles and responsibilities during disaster events. 

Outcomes of these meetings identified a need for greater awareness and an increase in the level of 

disaster preparedness, planning and cooperation among local human service organisations. A 

collaborative project was developed drawing on cross-disciplinary collaboration and adopting an 

action-based and participatory approach to producing practical and tangible outcomes. 

5. Project objectives 

The objectives of the project were to: 

• Increase human service organisations’ awareness of risks relating to disasters, and 

subsequent impacts on service provision. 

• Strengthen disaster preparedness of human service organisations through the development 

of Disaster Resilience Plans for promoting continued service provision in the immediate and 

post-disaster period. 

• Strengthen cross-sectorial networks between human service organisations and emergency 

services and increase inter-professional collaboration between human service organisations 

within the health and welfare sector. 

• Engage with human service organisations through collaborative workshops to benchmark 

their current level of preparedness and to share knowledge of existing strengths, resources, 

and innovations. 

• Develop a practical and replicable framework for other human service organisations and 

local communities relating to disaster preparedness and planning, resilience and business 

continuity.  

6. Research design 

6.1 Methodology 

The project adopted an Action Research approach to collaborate with human service organisations. 

The distinctive nature of Action Research is that it seeks to create knowledge and identify practical 

solutions to issues of pressing concern (Bradbury, 2015), in this case disaster preparedness in human 

service organisations. Reflecting an egalitarian approach to research, this Action Research approach 

emphasised participation and action through collective inquiry and social engagement (Alston & 
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Bowles, 2018). A key characteristic of this project was to address issues relating to disaster 

preparedness and promote cross-sectorial networks between human service organisations and 

emergency services, and to increase inter-professional collaboration between human service 

organisations within the human services sector. The project was approved by the Human Research 

Ethics Committee at Charles Sturt University. 

6.2 Advisory group 

An Advisory Group consisting of members from local emergency services was established to provide 

advice about the project, particularly relating to the local context, emergency procedures, and 

disaster knowledge. Advisory Group members were leaders in emergency response services from 

local government, and health and welfare agencies, including: 

• Janice Summerhayes, Director Environment and Community Services, Wagga City Council 

• Kate Johanson, Workforce Coordinator, Red Cross NSW/ACT 

• Donna Argus, Director, Riverina Murray, Resilience NSW 

• Ian Leckie, Community Capability Officer, Southern Zone, SES 

• Denise Garner, Disaster Manager, Murrumbidgee Local Health District, NSW Health 

 

 
Image: Advisory Group member, Janice Summerhayes, Director Environment and Community 

Services, Wagga Wagga City Council (2nd from right) supporting participants in a workshop activity 

6.3 Participants 

Participants consisted of managers and employees representing human service organisations 

providing services to women, Indigenous people, families, and older people. All participating human 

service organisations were not-for-profit organisations. A total of 11 participants representing six 

human service organisations participated in the project (see Table 1).  
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Table 1: Organisation contexts and number of participants 

 

Organisation Context Number of Participants 

Primary health services 4 

Women’s health and support 3 

Indigenous services 3 

Domiciliary care  1 

TOTAL 11 

 

6.4 Research activities 

6.4.1 Workshop series 

A series of three workshops were held to facilitate the development of Disaster Resilience Plans (see 

Figure 1). The workshops were underpinned by participation and collaboration and aimed to develop 

a practical and applied approach for policy planning and development within organisations. The 

workshops aimed to produce tangible, solution-focused outcomes involving the development of 

revised risk registers, business continuity plans, recovery plans, and disaster toolkits.  

 

At the commencement of the workshops human service organisations were at various levels in 

terms of disaster preparedness. Some organisations reported having made efforts to develop 

policies and procedures, and other organisations had limited to no content in existing organisational 

documentation. Further details are provided in the results section in relation to the pre-workshop 

benchmarking survey. 

 

Out of the three workshops, two were held in face-to-face formats, and one workshop was held in 

an online format due to COVID-19 restrictions. Supplementary support was also provided to 

participants between workshops via online group sessions facilitated by a project team member. 

When possible, a disaster resilience specialist attended the online ‘drop-in’ sessions to provide 

expert advice. Personalised and individual face-to-face support was also offered and provided on a 

needs basis. This supplementary support helped to maintain participants’ momentum in developing 

their Disaster Resilience Plans and acknowledged the resource shortages often experienced by 

human service organisations, as well as the increase in demand for services the participants were 

experiencing during the COVID-19 pandemic (AIHW, 2021). 
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To support the workshop series, a framework from the publicly available Australian Council of Social 

Services (ACOSS) Resilient Community Organisations toolkit (http://resilience.acoss.org.au/the-six-

steps) was condensed and adapted for each of the three workshops (see Figure 1). Workshop topics 

related to building local service networks, understanding and managing local disaster risks, recovery, 

and preparing staff, volunteers and service users. The duration of each workshop ranged from 

approximately three to six hours. All Advisory Group members representing local emergency 

services attended and supported the workshops, providing the opportunity to build cross-sectorial 

networks, guidance on Disaster Resilience Plans and templates, and expert advice about the local 

emergency context. Additionally, other people were invited to support the workshops, such as the 

Governance Manager from the Wagga Wagga City Council and Regional Emergency Management 

Officers (REMO) from the NSW Police Force.  

 

Figure 1: Workshop series 

 

 

6.4.2 Pre- and post-workshop surveys 

Pre- and post-workshop benchmarking surveys were conducted to ascertain the level of disaster 

preparedness of each participating human service organisation. The purpose of the pre-workshop 

survey was to benchmark the level of disaster preparedness prior to the workshops commencing. 

The post-workshop survey occurred six months following the conclusion of the workshops and 

aimed to document longer-term changes and impacts of the project. Both pre- and post-workshop 

surveys were accessed from the publicly available ACOSS Resilient Community Organisations toolkit 

Workshop 3
September 

2021
Finalising 
Disaster 

Resilience Plans 

Workshop 2
May 2021

Risk assessment 
and continuity 

plans

Workshop 1
April 2021

Introductions, 
building 

networks

Ongoing support – one-to-one consultations, online drop-in sessions 

    

http://resilience.acoss.org.au/the-six-steps
http://resilience.acoss.org.au/the-six-steps
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(http://resilience.acoss.org.au/benchmark) and included aspects relating to organisational 

preparedness, building networks, risks management and preparation of staff and volunteers.   

6.4.3 Qualitative interviews 

Following the workshops, participants were invited to partake in qualitative interviews to explore 

their overall experience of the project, knowledge-gained, enablers and barriers to disaster 

preparedness, and whether their organisations had made progress towards improved disaster 

preparedness from participation in the project.   

 

Eight participants volunteered to be interviewed; interviews occurred online and were recorded via 

Zoom. A semi-structured interview schedule was used to conduct the interviews, and the average 

duration was approximately one hour per interview. Data generated from the qualitative interviews 

were transcribed by the Project Coordinator, checked by participants, and then de-identified for 

further analysis by the researchers. To achieve familiarity with the data and to organise the rich 

information, de-identified interview transcripts were then collated using preconstructed categories 

or “data domains” reflecting the interview questions (Braun and Clarke, 2019, p.594). The collated 

data set was then thematically analysed to gauge patterns of shared meaning and to explore unique 

aspects of each interviewee’s experience of the project.  

7. Results 
7.1 Pre-workshop surveys 
Outcomes of pre-workshop surveys, consisting of a self-assessment questionnaire, revealed varying 

levels of organisational disaster preparedness prior to the workshops commencing (see Table 2). 

Five participants each representing a separate organisation completed the pre-workshop survey. 

According to the participants’ perspectives, results indicated that all five organisations had some 

knowledge and understanding of aspects of disaster preparedness, including the six items measured 

by the ACOSS benchmarking survey: Leading preparedness; building networks; knowing your risks; 

managing your risks; preparing others; and learning and improving.  

 

Comparing the total scores of each ACOSS step, participants collectively scored themselves highest 

on ‘leading preparedness’. This item included questions about leadership in disaster preparedness 

from the organisation’s board and management. Overall, the participants collectively scored 83 out 

of 145 (57%), with the participants strongest in this area scoring 24 out of 29 and the participant 

weakest in this area scoring 5 out of 29. 

 

http://resilience.acoss.org.au/benchmark
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Participants collectively scored lowest on ‘learning and improving’, which asked questions about 

evaluating, monitoring, and updating disaster preparedness plans. Overall, the participants 

collectively scored 14 out of 50 (28%), with the participant strongest in this area scoring 5 out of 10 

and the participant weakest in this area scoring 0 out of 10. 

 

Interestingly, the overall second lowest score was related to ‘building networks’. This item measured 

the strength of the connections between human service organisations and local emergency services, 

other organisations and service users in relation to disaster preparedness. Overall, the participants 

collectively scored 25 out of 80 (31%), with the participant strongest in this area scoring 12 out of 16 

and the participant weakest in this area scoring 1 out of 16. 

 

Table 2: Pre-survey benchmarking scores 

 
ACOSS 6 steps 

 
Org 1 

 
Org 2 

 
Org 3 

 
Org 4 

 
Org 5 

Collective 
score 

Collective 
score as 

% 
Step 1: Leading preparedness 
(29 points) 

20 24 14 20 5 83/145 57% 

Step 2: Building networks 
(16 points) 

0 12 5 7 1 25/80 31% 

Step 3: Knowing your risks 
(18 points) 

6 15 6 11 2 40/90 44% 

Step 4: Managing your risks 
(28 points) 

6 22 13 16 1 58/140 41% 

Step 5: Preparing others 
(14 points) 

4 9 7 7 1 28/70 40% 

Step 6: Learning and improving 
(10 points) 

1 4 4 5 0 14/50 28% 

Separate organisational total 
score out of 115 points 

57/115 86/115 49/115 66/115 10/115  

Separate organisational total 
score represented as % 

50% 75% 43% 57% 9% 

 

7.2 Post-workshop surveys 
Due to a range of factors impacting organisations in the context of COVID-19, including staff 

turnover and lack of time, only three out of six participants completed the post-workshop survey, 

each representing a separate organisation. Although the rate of participation in the post-workshop 

survey was limited, results indicated that all three participants made progress towards increasing 

their organisation’s level of disaster preparedness as measured by the ACOSS benchmarking survey. 

Overall, organisation 1 increased their total score by 18 points, which represents a 15 percent 

increase. Overall, organisation 3 increased their total score by nine points, which represents a seven 

percent increase. And overall, organisation 4 increased their total score by 31 points, which 
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represents a 39 percent increase. The ACOSS step most improved by the participating organisations 

was ‘building networks’, suggesting the opportunity to engage with emergency resilience specialists 

and other human service workers was an effective aspect of the project. 

7.3 Qualitative interviews 
Data analysis revealed seven major themes relating to: participants’ knowledge acquisition about 

disaster preparedness; professional relationships; enhanced direct practice with service users; 

greater appreciation of diversity; organisational challenges; workshop content; and workshop 

facilitation. Each theme is discussed in further detail below: 

 

7.3.1 Increased knowledge and action  

All participants reported that their knowledge about disasters and preparedness planning had been 

enhanced through participation in the project. Five participants spoke about gaining holistic 

knowledge of disasters, the importance of preparedness, localised knowledge, and of thinking 

beyond environmental disasters to see how service disruptions impact on service delivery, and the 

wellbeing of service users. Three participants described how the project had highlighted that 

resilience planning is “everyone’s business” and how direct interventions with service users could be 

enhanced by embedding disaster preparedness into professional practice. 

 

Participants referred to emerging outcomes from their preparedness planning, including greater role 

clarity and delegation of duties within their organisation, establishing sustainable resiliency 

networks, and localised planning (n = 7). For example: 

 

“Well, I can honestly say the first workshop. I had an aha moment whereby you 
think, no, this is important because it really was. I can honestly say that … I was 
really taken by the content, the resources, the usability they made me see, uh, it 
was the immediacy was one of those moments. It's been one of the best things 
I've done in quite a few years in training and awareness raising” (Participant 7) 
 
“… in 2012, for example, they shut down. They shut down, and if you are 
preparing for the levee bank (river) to break and the message from this event, of 
this program, was no you don't shut down, you move you relocate, you can 
continue providing essential services.” (Participant 6) 

“I don’t think a disaster management plan is ever just a corporate model in a 
health service like ours, you have to consider the people that we’re servicing, the 
complexity of disabilities, how we would get information out to parts of the state 
that don't have good phone cover, out to participants who don't have phones 
that are in low economic areas, are all considerations for us than just managing 
a disaster and just help to break down the information. Having a clinical and 
corporate focus for us has helped a lot.” (Participant 2) 
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Participants also said that the knowledge gained from participation in the project helped them to 

accelerate progress on their organisation’s Disaster Resilience Plan, moving them beyond simply 

identifying different disasters and towards having practicable plans in place to respond in times of 

disaster and importantly, to maintain service delivery during and after the crisis event, and 

importantly - moving them beyond a “shutdown mentality” and onto a continuity perspective (n = 

5).  

“…that this wasn't like a high-level document saying that aspirational disasters 
happen, but this is actually a working document that shows us what to do in the 
event of a disaster in Wagga and what those disasters look like…this kind of 
brought it right back down to being actually a plan for business continuity in the 
event of a disaster in Wagga. What does that do to our organisation and what 
does that mean for our clients, what does that mean for continuity of business.” 
(Participant 4) 

 

Some participants stated that their increased knowledge of disaster preparedness for business 

continuity had been taken from theory to action through practical workshop content and resources, 

such as the adapted ACOSS templates and the localised flood mapping exercise they had 

participated in during workshop two: 

“……the CEO … and the Board have seen a lot more progress in what we’ve done 
in the last six months in terms of disaster management and the framework of 
how we manage than what we have done in the previous year …. Definitely 
down to the project and having all that expertise in the room, but also the ACOSS 
template, which is brilliant.” (Participant 1) 
 
 

7.3.2 Enhanced cross-sectorial and inter-professional relationships 

The opportunity to enhance cross-sectorial relationships with disaster resilience specialists and 

inter-professional relationships with human service organisations were identified as foundational 

aspects of the project. For six of the eight participants the highlight of the project workshops was the 

opportunity to meet, speak and work with the disaster resilience specialists in the room; a further 

four participants also identified networking with other human service organisations as a highlight:  

 

“…to have those emergency services also sit in a room and talk to you …and 
share their experiences and suddenly the light bulb goes off and… [you ask] how 
would this work, and for them to kind of reaffirm what you're doing is you're on 
track or think about this topic has been a very valuable thing having them 
there.” (Participant 3) 
 



21 
 
 

“… you involved such high-level bureaucrats as well as on the ground 
practitioners, the group in the room was amazing … lots of opportunities to 
engage.” (Participant 7) 
 
“… knowing who you should talk to when there’s a disaster … greatest benefit … 
knowing who does what … being able to put it all together … I would have no 
idea where to start otherwise, I would really get lost.” (Participant 5) 
 

One other participant commented on how helpful the venue set-up was to encourage interaction 

with disaster resilience specialists, human services colleagues and project facilitators. 

 

“…it was very helpful to have people to bounce ideas off…to listen to…it's about 
that presence in the room and understanding or appreciating the level of 
knowledge, expertise and willingness to share that [knowledge].” (Participant 3) 
 

 

 
 
Image: Wagga Wagga City Council Governance Manager, Ingrid Henley (left), providing contributing 
to small group discussion with representatives from human service organisations 
 
 
7.3.3 Expanded direct practice interventions with service user groups 

Overall, participants demonstrated keen interest in incorporating disaster preparedness approaches 

across all facets of their organisations, including direct practice with service users. Participants 

highlighted how the workshops had increased their focus on specific service user group 

vulnerabilities and how this might enhance their organisation’s direct practice with service users and 

the need for service continuity in times of disaster (n = 5).  

 

One participant stated that as a result of her participation in the project, disaster preparedness was 

now embedded in agency documentation and models of practice with NDIS service users; two other 
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participants spoke of embedding disaster preparedness into their mental health practice. One 

participant said that her agency’s policy and practice was undergoing change due to her raised 

awareness of the agency’s service users’ mobility limitations, lack of social support, rural isolation 

and poverty. For example:  

 

“…let’s do it well … a decent plan that will ensure that our clients are not 
left to their own devices during the situation.” (Participant 6) 
 
“Because we work in the trauma space from a therapeutic context, it 
actually has brought disaster into the trauma space. So, we're not just 
being trauma clinicians we're actually going to be, we've got policies and 
procedures, which are developing.” (Participant 7) 
 
“…clinicians’ best interest are to get their clients to a more confident 
place… I think disaster resilience is just one part of the recovery journey, 
so a health journey as well.” (Participant 1) 
 

7.3.4 Consideration of diverse perspectives and experiences 

Some participants expressed an appreciation of content in the project that provided diverse views 

on vulnerability and models of disaster resilience, including a moving away from dominant 

discourses in disaster resilience. 

 

Specifically, for three interviewees, hearing from local Indigenous Australian panellists about 

Indigenous perspectives on disaster and resilience was a highlight. As part of an expert panellist 

activity, a local Wiradyuri Elder and an Indigenous Australian scientist shared insights about holistic 

approaches of caring for Country and ways in which Indigenous cultural values and wisdom can 

meaningfully contribute to resilience. 

 

“… really powerful … could change my perspective on how we see disaster.” 
(Participant 7) 
 
“…it was really fantastic to hear that [First Nations Australian] perspective in the 
research that you did I’m looking at how we do it in a more sustainable way, 
because we know that the ways that we are doing it in Australia is not working 
… the thing that really sticks out was the different perspectives, we got in that 
first seminar from the First Nation’s perspective. So…instead of owning the land 
and controlling the land it's looking at how we actually work with country that 
we live on… at the strength demonstrated by people specifically from say the 
Stolen Generation dealing with the effects of colonization. Dealing with the 
ongoing systemic racism in Australia, and you know that that is resilience and so 
we can learn a lot from resilience displayed outside of the disaster management 
space.” (Participant 4) 
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Three participants referred to the diverse experience and needs of service user groups, gender 

inequity, and greater understanding of service user group vulnerabilities as highlights of the project: 

 

“… [the project] really opened my eyes to what we need to do with my clients in 
organizing if there was a disaster, how we would effectively get them into play, a 
lot of my clients don't have family. I have children, who are unfortunately wards 
of the state, and it also was going to open my eyes as to who would take control 
of those children? which organization, would it be myself, would it be [another 
agency]? …it was a ‘wow moment’, it was “oh my gosh I never gave that a 
thought”, so I had to contact [local agency] and they didn't know either. And so if 
a situation arises, we've got these poor young lads going, “Who's going to save 
us, who's going to rescue us?”, because each organisation would have never 
given it a thought.” (Participant 8) 
 
“…when we look at traditional disaster management what we tend to look at is, 
usually middle-aged white men policymakers, who design disaster management 
resilience programs from a middle-aged white men perspective. We are so 
indoctrinated into the idea that a middle-aged white men perspective speaks to 
the whole of society. And we know that it doesn't…” (Participant 4)  

 
“And again, women are the most vulnerable because they don't have access to 
the income or may not have access to income that males … you know?” 
(Participant 3) 
 
 

 
 
Image: Project co-leader, Dr Karen Bell (left), facilitating a panel discussion with experts on local 
disaster preparedness. 
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7.3.5 Organisational challenges and barriers 

Despite their best efforts, participants identified a range of challenges that prevented them from 

fully engaging in the project. All participants identified an overall shortfall in resources as inhibiting 

their organisation’s efforts to fully engage in disaster preparedness planning, including time, staff 

shortages, multidimensional impacts of COVID-19 and ongoing organisational restructure.  

 

Six participants specifically identified a lack of time as evidenced by the following comments: 

 

“…it's probably one of the things as to why this hasn't progressed past the point 
that it has is because there are so many things to do…it’s the competing 
priorities…and you know, what is the most urgent priority?” (Participant 3) 
 
“…my time, it is my biggest issue … I only do 24 hours, supposedly, in a week.” 
(Participant 5) 

 

Three participants highlighted staff shortages, for example:  

 
“…everyone in the organisation is wearing two or three hats.” (Participant 6) 

 
Three mentioned the multidimensional impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, for example “COVID 

fatigue” (Participant 6) was referred to by one participant. Two mentioned ongoing organisational 

change and restructures as disruptive. Other hindrances included a lack of support from one 

participant’s board of management, family commitments, travel, and ill health (each n = 1). 

 
“…when you’re in a business like ours, if it doesn’t bring in money, then why are 
you doing it?” (Participant 7) 

 
When participants were asked a hypothetical ‘miracle’ question about what they would wish for if 

given the opportunity to progress disaster preparedness in their organisations, five participants said 

that having adequate staff would be a miracle, and two wished for dedicated disaster and risk 

mitigation positions within their organisations. One participant hoped for disaster resilience planning 

to be considered “core” to all organisation efforts and another participant dreamt of having a 

comprehensive Disaster Resilience Plan in place to accommodate multiple disaster types at multiple 

sites. 

7.3.6 Provision of workshop content and resources 

The resources and content provided throughout the project were highlighted by five participants, 

especially with regard to the concrete applicability of the activities and discussion. Three participants 
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specifically identified the adapted ACOSS model and templates, and one participant nominated the 

risk template as a highlight.  

 

“… what I loved about the program … you actually presented a model. It came 
with forms and ideas and planning tools and stuff. So, it actually came when I 
looked at the, what you were doing, it was really good.” (Participant 7) 
 
“They [the templates] have been so incredibly helpful in streamlining and 
directing us and showing us how to put this stuff together. It’s been great.” 
(Participant 2) 
 

For two participants, a specific activity involving a hands-on mapping exercise undertaken in 

workshop two was highlighted as a significant learning experience. This exercise was conducted by 

one of the disaster resilience specialists and involved using a large-scale map of the local area, 

including details of streets, topography and community facilities. Participants were asked to place a 

sticker on the street location of their human service organisation to see how a major flood event 

would impact on their organisation.  

 
“I just thought, wow, where is your office? Where will the flood go really safe 
there in that spot. And where would you park? And all of a sudden, I realized I'm 
like, God, I don't even know the topography. I don't know if a fire came from 
here or a flood or something where my vulnerable people…. That one made me 
really realize at the granular level that this is where we need Community.” 
(Participant 7) 
 
 
 

 
 
Image: Owen Plowman (centre), Regional Emergency Management Officer (REMO) leading a 
workshop activity involving the mapping of human service organisations on a flood map. 
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7.3.7 Diverse and interactive approach 

Although participants indicated their appreciation of the project team’s “tenacity” to adapt the final 

workshop to online delivery due to COVID-19 regulations, they overall preferred the interactive 

nature of the face-to-face workshops. While one participant was happy with either face-to-face or 

online delivery, regarding both as “good”, five participants indicated a strong preference for face-to-

face workshops where possible: 

 

“I’m really glad I got to go to the in-person workshops. You know Zoom is 
fantastic, but there is nothing that compares to that in person, especially with 
things like the panel discussion, and when we all stood around the table and had 
the markers you know of, on the map of Wagga, so those elements, they would 
have been lost on Zoom so I was really fortunate, very grateful that I got to go to 
the in person ones.” (Participant 4) 
 

“… hard to get into the conversation … it’s a bit harder online.” (Participant 5)  
 
“I’m a communicator, so I love the energy that face-to-face skills provide. Because 
you can pick, you know, how a person’s feeling and the emotions and your 
network and your market, and you, you build friendships and so I’m a face-to-face 
person…. But I think when you have the Zoom option, it gives you the opportunity 
to decline, so that would have been frustrating for you, because then, now that 
our lives come into play- ‘oh I don’t, you know I’ve got this on, I’ve got that on.’ 
But when you, given that time that you’ve got to be there, then you are more yeah 
a person.” (Participant 8) 

Additional support provided between workshops involving online ‘drop-in’ sessions facilitated by a 

project leader and in-person, individual follow-up was acknowledged as useful by participants. When 

possible, a disaster resilience specialist also attended online ‘drop-in’ sessions to provide expert 

advice. This ongoing support of was helpful to participants as was the opportunity provided by the 

project for some organisations to work on existing disaster resilience documentation (n = 2): 

 

“… made me sort of get a bit more up-to-date … I do need a deadline.” 
(Participant 5). 
 
“… makes me reflect on what I have done during that month… makes me reflect 
on progress … and the wider concept of disaster management.” (Participant 1). 
 
“…that would help, with the feedback loops, say I’ve written this, this is what I’m 
thinking, this is how I’m putting it together, this is the resources and thinking or 
would this be right, or should I take a different…” (Participant 2)    
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Image: Red Cross Workforce Coordinator, Kate Johanson (far right) and Scott Fullerton Regional 
Emergency Management Officer (REMO) (far left) in a small group discussion. 

 

8. Conclusion 
This project aimed to raise awareness and strengthen disaster preparedness in human service 

organisations. Through meaningful engagement and tailored activities, human service organisations 

were able to increase their knowledge and action about disaster preparedness, develop greater 

clarity about their roles and responsibilities within the local community, and enhance their 

independence for managing disrupted services, rather than assuming a ‘shutdown’ mentality. The 

importance of cross-sectorial networks between human service organisations and emergency 

services and inter-professional collaboration between human service organisations were key factors 

enabling their capacity to develop specific organisational Disaster Resilience Plans.  

 

An overall paucity of resources in human service organisations was the greatest limitation to the 

project, in that organisations were constantly challenged by competing demands of juggling project 

requirements with everyday service user needs. The increasing demands for their services during 

COVID-19, as well as staff turnover and ongoing organisational change exacerbated these difficult 

experiences. Notwithstanding these limitations, overall, the results suggest that participating human 

service organisations increased their awareness and knowledge about disaster preparedness and 

implemented action towards progressing organisational preparedness plans. Further, human service 

organisations were skilled with understanding the diverse needs of vulnerable groups and identified 

ways to incorporate disaster preparedness across all facets of their organisations, suggesting 

opportunities for a more integrated approach to ‘everyday’ practice within organisations. 
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10 Appendices 
 

10.1 Model of disaster preparedness for resilient human service organisations 
 
Drawing from the data, an ULTRIS model of disaster preparedness for enhancing resilient human 
service organisations was developed (see Figure 2). The ULTRIS model depicts six main dimensions of 
preparedness designed to strengthen the resilience and capacity of human service organisations in 
the immediate and post-disaster period. The dimensions of this model are listed below and will be 
expanded on in forthcoming publications. 
 

 
Figure 2: ULTRIS model of disaster preparedness for resilient human service organisations 

 

1. (U) Understanding the role of human service organisations 
As key stakeholders in the community, human service organisations are fundamental to a 
coordinated approach for developing disaster preparedness. If human service organisations are 
well-prepared to manage service disruptions, their capacity for providing continuous support to 
the community during and after a disaster event will be enhanced. 
 

2. (L) Local community context 
Building knowledge of local community characteristics, resources, expertise, and networks is 
fundamental to effective planning for disaster preparedness, response and recovery. A solid 
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understanding of a community’s locational features will inform an organisation’s preparedness 
plan.  
 

3. (T) Team preparedness 
Staff and volunteers are the most valuable resource for continuing service delivery and limiting 
service disruption during and after a disaster event. Ensuring staff and volunteers are prepared 
for disasters helps keep them safe and facilitates their capacity to return to work as soon as 
possible. 
 

4. (R) Relationships with disaster specialists and human service organisations 
Building relationships with stakeholders in the local emergency context is a key aspect to 
enhancing disaster preparedness. These relationships strengthen the capacity of an organisation 
to plan and manage service delivery, as well as assist service users to better prepare, respond 
and recover from disasters. 
 

5. (I) Implementing policies and procedures 
Integrating disaster preparedness into existing policies and procedures streamlines internal 
processes and sustains disaster preparedness for ensuring organisational disaster resilience. 
Involving all relevant stakeholders, including an organisation’s board, management, staff and 
volunteers in the development and ongoing review of policy and procedures is important for 
ensuring meaningful engagement and understanding of the policies. 
 

6. (S) Service user preparedness 
Exploring the main characteristics of service users who access or attend an organisation’s 
services will help to identify vulnerable individuals and groups. An evaluation of the 
potential strengths, opportunities, and issues affecting service users will assist with identifying 
needs, prioritising preparedness activities and embedding these activities into everyday practice 
with service users.  
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10.2 Workshop series  
 
Workshop 1 program – Strengthening networks (face-to-face) 
The first workshop aimed to introduce the project and topic of disaster preparedness from localised perspectives, including First Nations Australian and 
local emergency services perspectives. A storm case scenario was used to develop understanding of organisational preparedness. The workshop 
endeavoured to build relationships between human service organisations and emergency services, as well as to develop inter-relationships between human 
service organisations about a topic not usually considered to be core business activity within the human services sector.  
 

Timeframe 
 

Topic Activity Responsible 

15 mins Welcome First Nations Australian welcome  Local First Nations Elder 
15 mins Project overview Introductions and project overview Project leaders 
60 mins Understanding 

preparedness 
Activity: How prepared is your organisation? 
Place-based case scenario – local storm surge 

Workforce Coordinator Emergency Services 
Red Cross 

15 mins MORNING TEA 
60 mins Service user vulnerabilities 

and capacities 
Activity: What are the impacts on service users? 
Disaster vulnerability and capacity mapping 

Local WELFAC Officer 
Department of Communities and Justice 

30 mins LUNCH 
60 mins Local emergency context Activity: Panel presentation: Introducing the local 

emergency context  
Panellists included: 
• Local First Nations Elder 
• Disaster Manager, NSW Health 
• Community Capability Officer, SES 
• Senior Scientist Community Aboriginal Engagement, NSW 

Office of Environment & Heritage 
• Rural Fire Service (RFS) 

45 mins Practical completion of 
Disaster Resilience Plans 

Getting started on your Disaster Resilience plans 
Small groups with emergency services consultants 

Self-directed with support from local emergency service 
consultants 

15 mins AFTERNOON TEA 
45 mins Practical completion of 

Disaster Resilience Plans 
Getting started on your Disaster Resilience plans 
(continued) 
Small groups with emergency services consultants 

Self-directed with support from local emergency service 
consultants 

15 mins Planning ahead Planning for the next session Project leaders 
Total 6.5 hrs END OF SESSION 
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Workshop 2 program – Risk assessment and business continuity planning (face-to-face) 
 
The second workshop introduced risk assessment, risk registers and business continuity plans. A real-life scenario relating to a previous flood in the local 
area was used to explore emergency risk. The workshop provided practical time for human service organisations to consult with emergency services 
personnel to develop and complete their Disaster Resilience Plans. 
 

Timeframe 
 

Topic Activity Responsible 

30 mins Welcome Welcome and introductions (for new attendees) 
Updates on progress from organisations 

Project leaders 

30 mins Benchmarking discussion Pre-survey benchmarking summary and feedback Project leaders 
45 mins Understanding emergency risk Activity: Real-life case scenario – Wagga Wagga 2012 flood 

Mapping water levels against organisation’ location 
Regional Emergency Management Officer (REMO) 
NSW Police Service 

15 mins MORNING TEA 
45 mins Risk assessment 

Risk registers 
Activity: Introducing risk assessment and risk registers 
• Assessing for potential risks 
• Embedding risks relating to disaster in risk registers 

Wagga Wagga City Council Governance Manager 

1 hr Practical completion of plans Activity: Working in Disaster Resilience plans 
Small groups with emergency services consultants 

Self-directed with support from local emergency 
service consultants 

30 mins LUNCH 
45 mins Business continuity plans Activity: Introducing Business Continuity Plans 

• Critical services analysis insurance, temporary 
accommodation, data security and back-up, emergency 
supplies 

Wagga Wagga City Council Governance Manager 

15 mins AFTERNOON TEA 
1 hr Practical completion of plans Activity: Working in Disaster Resilience plans 

Small groups with emergency services consultants 
Self-directed with support from local emergency 
service consultants 

15 mins Planning ahead Planning for the next session Project leaders 
Total 6.5 hrs END OF SESSION 
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Workshop 3 program - Finalising disaster resilience plans (online) 
 
The final workshop was adapted to online delivery due to COVID-19 restrictions, which involved reducing the length of sessions. A case scenario relating to heatwaves was 
used to develop knowledge about the serious impacts of heatwaves, common in our local area. The workshop provided a brief overview of service user interventions for 
increasing preparedness and planning for recovery. 
 

Timeframe 
 

Topic Activity Responsible 

30 mins Welcome  
 

Welcome and introductions 
Technology set-up and overview 
Program overview 

Project leaders 

30 mins Organisation updates  Activity: Five minutes each organisation to report on status of Disaster Resilience 
Plans – what’s done, what still needs to be done; sharing knowledge 
 

Project leaders 

30 mins  Activity: Defeating the heat 
Place-based scenario 
Local public cool places and heatwave resources 

Workforce Coordinator Emergency 
Services 
Red Cross 
Director Environment and Community 
Services, Wagga Wagga City Council 

15 mins ONLINE BREAK – STRETCH - MORNING TEA 
30 mins Service user 

interventions for 
increasing preparedness 

Activity: Exploring strategies – Brief discussion 
• Household emergency plans, buddy systems, service user emergency kits, 

staying informed e.g., apps, radio, strategies for keeping cool, replacing 
smoke alarms, service provider pro-active strategies for sustaining self-care 

Workforce Coordinator Emergency 
Services 
Red Cross 
 

30 mins Planning for recovery Activity: Preparing for recovery - Brief overview 
• Business impact assessments, recovery contacts list, supporting the 

supporters (staff and volunteers), funding (financial capacity for disaster 
response), donated goods (strategies for anticipating and managing), 
spontaneous volunteers (strategies for anticipating and managing), other 
issues (e.g., absence of street names, working in diverse communities, 
language and other barriers/facilitators, etc. 

Director Environment and Community 
Services, Wagga Wagga City Council 

30 mins Practical completion of 
Disaster Resilience Plans 

Activity: Working on Disaster Resilience Plans (in break-out rooms) 
Small groups with emergency services consultants 

Self-directed with support from local 
emergency service consultants 

15 mins Workshop conclusion Where to from here – ongoing support to complete Disaster Resilience Plans Project leaders 
Total 3.5 hrs END OF SESSION 
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10.3 Online, free, short course 
A free, online, short course was developed for professionals, management, and community 
members interested in enhancing disaster preparedness in human service organisations. The course 
is hosted by Charles Sturt University using the OpenLearning platform and is openly accessible to the 
wider community. The course represents an enduring and sustainable outcome, providing practical 
information for organisations to enhance their organisational disaster preparedness. At the time of 
writing this report, the course was being reviewed by the project’s Advisory Group for final 
adjustments. 
 
The course will be open to anyone interested in learning about disaster preparedness in human 
service organisations, particularly for: 

• Professionals working in the human services sector who are interested in developing 
disaster resilience in their organisation 

• Board members, executive management and middle managers seeking a framework for 
increasing disaster resilience in their organisation 

• Emergency service professionals interested in supporting the human service sector to 
become more disaster resilient 

• Community members interested in a coordinated approach to increasing disaster resilience 
• Professionals and community members interested in or considering undergraduate or post-

graduate studies 

Learning outcomes for people participating in the course include to: 

1. Understand the role of community service organisations in the context of disaster 
preparedness and resilience 

2. Benchmark organisations’ internal and external capacity for disaster preparedness and 
resilience 

3. Produce an action plan for building sustainable and resilient organisations in the context 
of disasters 

There are six learning modules in the course that cover a range of topics, including: 

1. Understanding your role 
2. Knowing your local community 
3. Preparing service users 
4. Preparing your team 
5. Fostering relationships 
6. Implementing policies and procedures 
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10.4 Organisational and service user preparedness toolkits 
Organisational toolkits were developed as part of the project for each participating human service 
organisation. These kits are now present in each organisation to serve as a basis for developing 
further depending on specific organisational characteristics and needs.  
 
Service user toolkits were also created as demonstration kits to be used for building household 
preparedness when working with individuals, families and groups as part of direct practice initiatives 
and interventions with specific service user groups. Below are images with details of the items 
included in each kit, which could be adapted for use in other locations. 
 

Organisational Preparedness Toolkit Household Preparedness Toolkit 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Items: 
• Wind-up radio 
• Power bank 
• USB with electronic resources 
• Water bottle 
• Waterproof bag for valuables 
• Handheld torch 
• Head torch 
• Penlight 
• First aid kit 
• Fire blanket 
• Toiletries 
• Spare batteries 
• Hard copy resources 
• Insurance details (to be added) 

Items: 
• Red Cross REDI Plans 
• Personal items and toiletries 
• Food supplies/snacks  
• Prescription medication (to be added) 
• Basic clothing (to be added) 
• Insurance details (to be added) 
• Identity, banking, utilities details (to be 

added) 
• Pet water/food bowl 
• Wind-up radio 
• Power bank 
• USB with electronic resources 
• Water bottle 
• Waterproof bag for valuables 
• Handheld torch 
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• Staff and volunteer details (to be 
added) 

• Service user contacts list (to be added) 
• Back-up hard drive (to be added) 

• Head torch 
• Penlight 
• First aid kit 
• Fire blanket 
• Spare batteries 
• Hard copy resources 
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10.5 Resources and templates 
 

STORM SCENARIO: HOW PREPARED IS YOUR ORGANISATION? 

 
(Sourced from Red Cross NSW Emergency Services 1 day workshop - Beyond the Emergency Assembly 
for service providers) 
 
Scenario handout 1 
Initial storm scenario:  

It is late spring, and the current weather pattern consists of warm sunny days accompanied by 
convective thunderstorms during the afternoons. 
It is 1145 hours on a Monday afternoon, the Bureau of Meteorology (BoM) have issued a Severe Storm 
Warning for the area.   
At 1245 as predicted a severe thunderstorm occurs over your area causing heavy rain, strong winds 
and lightning. 
The local SES Unit is now operational and has teams responding to 5 requests for assistance from 
residences located in your area.  
The storm cell appears to be intensifying and is heading towards your area.  

 
Discussion questions: 
1. Who is responsible for monitoring bulletins issued by the Bureau of Meteorology about potential 
severe weather? How would they receive this information? Do they know the meaning of a ‘Severe 
Thunderstorm Warning’ and ‘Severe Weather Warning’ and what each type of warning may mean 
for the service? 
2. What information are you sharing with teachers and other staff and parents at this time? Who 
decides when and how to share this information?  
3. What, if any decisions need to be made at this time, who needs to make them and when do they 
need to make them?  
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Scenario handout 2 
 
Storm update #1:  

The storm has now impacted your area. It has been associated with strong winds up to 90 km/hour, 
and hailstones up to 8cm in diameter.  
In just ten minutes the local SES has received some 45 requests for assistance.  
Damage to other properties on the street has included window breakages and roof damage caused by 
hail stone impact. You still have power but strong wind gusts have resulted in power lines being bought 
down by falling branches and trees in neighbouring streets. Gale force winds are still blowing in the 
area, heavy rain has just begun to fall.  
A build-up of hail in your gutters has resulted in roof leak with water now dripping into your admin 
office and a staff member notices there has been a car crash due to the bad conditions outside the 
centre.  

The time is now 1345 hours. 
 
 
Discussion questions: 

1. What are your immediate actions and priorities?  
 
2. What are you communicating to teachers, staff and parents regarding the potential impact of this 
storm? What responses would you anticipate from staff and parents?  
 
3. What decisions need to be made at this time, who needs to make them and when do they need to 
make them?  
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Scenario handout 3 
 
Storm update #2:  

The storm seems to be calming but has caused widespread damage in the area and there are some 
reports that in the next few days there may be more bad weather.  
The local SES Unit has now received 170 requests for assistance. The majority of these jobs are 
damaged roofs and fallen trees. At the present time only 25 have been completed. 
Your facility has however lost power due to a tree falling into a power line and a number of trees have 
come down in your street, blocking road access. A large branch has also fallen across one of your 
boundary fences onto children’s play equipment. An ambulance has arrived outside the centre to 
attend to the car crash accident.   

 
 
Discussion questions: 

1. What will conditions be like at your facility? How will staff, parents and children be responding?  
 
2. Will you continue operations? What services do you depend on (e.g., power and water)? 
 
3. Can you access copies of children’s records, parent contact details, insurance papers and 
organisation financial information?  
5. How are you communicating with teachers, and staff regarding the current situation? Will any 
staff want to leave the site to support family or friends affected by the storm? 
 
6. Who is assigned to keep up to date about the storm situation, and how will that be done? 
 
7. How are you communicating with parents about the current situation?  How do you contact 
parents while the power is off? 
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DISASTER VULNERABILITY AND CAPACITY MAPPING 

 
(Sourced from Red Cross NSW Emergency Services 1 day workshop - Beyond the Emergency Assembly 
for service providers) 
 
 
Mapping matrix template (complete on butchers’ paper) 

Service user vulnerabilities Service vulnerabilities 

Service user capacities Service capacities 

 
Examples of vulnerabilities to consider: 

• Communication and language 
• Physical premises  
• Staff obligations in case of larger event  
• Private and public transport  
• Technological access 
• Decision making structures   
• Age, mobility, and dis/ability  
• Unsafe or violent relationships 

Examples of capacities to consider: 

• Relationships between service users and organisation 
• Collaboration between organisations 
• Sharing and communicating plans between service users and organisations 
• Neighbours/families/friendships 
• Existing service plans 
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HEATWAVE SCENARIO: DEFEATING THE HEAT 

 
 
(Sourced from Red Cross NSW Emergency Services 4 hour Defeat the Heat workshop for councils and 
organisations) 
 
Scenario handout 1 
 
Initial heatwave scenario:  
 
Tuesday, 3.00pm  
 
Heatwave conditions are predicted from Wednesday for 5-7 days with daytime maximums of 37-43C 
and overnight minimums of 24-28C. A cold front is currently being blocked by a stationary High 
south of Tasmania. Hot air is being drawn down from the tropics. 
The Bureau of Meteorology has issued a heatwave warning and health authorities have issued alerts 
about the dangers of the heat. 
 
 
Discussion questions 
 
1. Who is responsible for monitoring a bulletin from the Bureau of Meteorology about heatwaves? 
How would they receive this information? Do they know how to interpret information coming in 
from the Bureau of Meteorology and Department of Health?  
 
2. What information are you sharing with clients, carers and others connected to your service at this 
time? Who decides when and how to share this information?  
 
3. What, if any decisions need to be made at this time, who needs to make them and when do they 
need to make them?  
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Scenario handout 2  
Heatwave update #1:  

Thursday, 9.30am 
 
A Total Fire Ban has been declared from midnight Wednesday for 24 hours. 
 
A local radio station is providing a ‘Community Service Announcement’ advising people to go to their 
local shopping centre, swimming pool, library or Club. 
Significant gridlocking occurring around the centre of Wagga as people try to make their way to air-
conditioned premises.  
There are reports of young people swinging off ropes into the Murrumbidgee River. One person has 
been seriously injured doing this and there have been reports of people swimming at a known 
treacherous swim spot.     
An elderly man has collapsed at the taxi rank on station place – the ambulance cannot get through 
the traffic.  
Fire trucks are being hindered by traffic when they try to investigate fire alarms that have been set 
off automatically by the heat. 

 
Discussion questions 

 
1. What are your immediate actions and priorities?  
 
2. What is your service communicating to clients and others connected to your service? What 
responses would you anticipate from staff and clients?  
 
3. What expectations do you have regarding staff attendance at work under these circumstances?  
Under what circumstances would you consider closing your service (if this is an option for you)? 
 
4. Do you have a process in place to account for all your staff, clients and visitors? If people cannot 
be located or contacted, what—if any—processes do you have to account for them?  
 
5. What decisions need to be made at this time, who needs to make them and when do they need to 
make them?  
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Scenario handout 3 
 
Heatwave update #2:  

Friday 11:00am:  
 
Local radio, newspaper and websites report that the instability in the electricity supply at the 
treatment plant which supplies drinking water to residents of Wagga and surrounds has resulted in 
major damage to the network. The backup generator has failed to respond. Water supply is 
intermittent and people without tanks are starting to panic.  
 
Intermittent power outages continue throughout the region, and are likely to worsen. 
 
A member of the public rang a local radio station reports ‘heaps’ of properties have one or two 
horses that don’t appear to be adequately cared for in the heat. 
 
Wagga Base hospital has had 43 people present for heat-related illnesses at Emergency.  Seven of 
them are in a serious condition.  
 
A person has been pulled from the river and has been rushed to hospital.  
 
A cool change is predicted, but not for another 36 hours.  
 
 
Discussion questions 

1. What will conditions be like at your service? How will staff, clients and others be responding?  
 
2. Will you continue operations? What services do you depend on (e.g., power and water)? How do 
you contact those connected to the service if power fails? 
 
3. Would you consider evacuating the service? What is your trigger for making this decision? 
Consider the potential fire danger associated with these conditions.  
 
4. Can you access copies of records, carer contact details, insurance papers and organisation 
financial information remotely?  
5. How are you communicating with staff regarding the heatwave situation? Will any staff want to 
leave the service to support family or friends, or to tend to their own property? 
 
6. Who is assigned to keep up to date about the situation, and how will that be done? 
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