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Lifes tyle ‘at risk’? The case of Ingham 
 

Abstract  

This report presents findings about community responses to the 2009 floods 
experienced in Ingham, North Queensland.  Two consecutive floods occurred in 
Ingham in 2009 which were both predominantly riverine and exacerbated by 
prolonged rainfall.  Emergency Management Queensland estimated that 65% of the 
Hinchinbrook Shire or around 2,900 residences and businesses were affected by the 
February 2009 floodwaters with fifty homes experiencing inundation.  The 
Queensland Premier estimated infrastructure damage at $120 million and the 
Insurance Council of Australia recorded a total cost of $19 million in insurance claims 
following the event.  

The aim of the case study was to explore factors which sustained the community and 
helped community members adapt after the floods. Data was collected through a 
series of interviews conducted during 2010.   A total of 77 participants representing a 
range of organisations, interest groups and demographics were interviewed in a 
series of focus group and individual interviews. Interviewees were asked about their 
experiences of the flood, including who and what helped them, who was most or 
least affected and why they chose to continue to live in the community. 
Bronfenbrenner’s conceptual framework of influences was used as the theoretical 
lens with which to analyse participant responses. 

Results suggest that residents and organisational units such as the hospital and 
local council quickly responded with strong, effective leadership to ensure 
appropriate help was available to community members. Strong cohesive social 
networks, prior experiences with floods, a sense of place and commitment to the 
community underpinned the response phase of the disaster and maintained the 
community efforts during the recovery period. Although the economic fabric of the 
community was severely impacted by the floods and subsequent mismanagement of 
some relief efforts, locals were adamant that the desirable lifestyle offered by the 
community was a strong motivating force to sustain their recovery and support their 
adaptation.   

Implications of the findings for disaster management and recovery highlight the need 
to ensure that local organisations and the council have clear and up to date 
emergency plans in place, including a range of local individuals able to lead the 
response and recovery phase in consultation with state emergency services and 
federal government organisations. Community networks need to be developed and 
existing ones need to be maintained and strengthened since they play a key role in 
community cohesion, which in turn is critical for the effective communication and 
response to all phases of a disaster, including preparedness and recovery.   
Effective community disaster response takes place when all agencies, government 
and private, all individuals and households are engaged in awareness education and 
preparedness, and respond collaboratively.  
 

Keywords: disaster, community, flood, adaptation, risk perceptions 
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Introdu ction and background  

The world’s climate is experiencing marked changes. For Australia, climate change 
has a wide range of projected impacts. At minimum, a ‘wetter and warmer’ to ‘drier 
and warmer’ Australia is foreseen, with an increased frequency and severity of 
droughts, heat waves and natural disasters such as cyclones and floods (IPCC 
2007). With predictions of hightened climatic uncertainty brought about by global 
climate change, there is an urgent need to examine disaster impacted communities 
to find out what has supported their sustainability and adaptation to living in natural 
hazard prone areas.  
 
When a natural hazard overwhelms a community, the consequent disaster shuts 
down many services and impacts upon the capacity of local institutions to function. 
An unprepared community might be pushed into crisis. It is during the immediate 
period before a natural hazard impact, during the passage of the hazard, and in the 
days immediately following, that communities must rely on their own knowledge and 
adaptive capacity to prepare, survive, cope and recover. Community surveys in 
Australia underscore a lack of preparation for a range of gradual onset hazards such 
as floods (ABS 2008; GNS 2007), bushfire (Bushnell, Balcombe and Cottrell 2007), 
and cyclones (Anderson-Berry and King 2005).  
 
Emergency management responses and strategies within this context face many 
challenges. Data on disasters and disaster risk reduction are often lacking at the 
local Australian level, which can constrain improvements in local vulnerability 
reduction (IPCC 2012). In an effort to design effective adaptation and risk 
management strategies it is critical that government, especially local government 
and emergency management examine best practice: what strategies increase 
effective responses to natural hazards, reduce vulnerability to hazard impact and 
enhance community recovery in specific contexts?  Post-disaster recovery and 
reconstruction processes do not only provide an opportunity for reducing weather- 
and climate-related disaster risk and for improving adaptive capacity locally, they 
also provide valuable knowledge and lessons for application more broadly, 
increasing the capacity for longer-term planning and policy changes for sustainable 
development nationally and internationally.  
 

The Ingham case study  

The town of Ingham is located on the Herbert River floodplain and there are a 
number of natural watercourses that distribute floodwaters through the town during 
major flood events (Bureau of Meteorology (BOM), 2009).  Two consecutive floods 
occurred in Ingham in 2009 which were both predominantly riverine,  exacerbated by 
prolonged rainfall periods (Bureau of Meteorology (BOM), 2009).  The initial flood 
occurred between the 12th and 13th of January 2009 and the second between the 
29th of January and the 8th of February 2009 (Bureau of Meteorology (BOM), 2009).  
The Herbert River reached 12.25m at the Gairloch Bridge on the 3rd of February 
2009.  This was classified as a major flood by the Bureau of Meteorology, and the 
river remained at this height until the 7th February 2009 (Bureau of Meteorology 
(BOM), 2009).   
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Impact on the Community 

Forty people were evacuated from their homes to an emergency centre established 
at the Ingham High School (Department of Emergency Services, 2009).  Many 
residents were isolated by floodwaters causing them to be trapped in their homes for 
a week.  Emergency Management Queensland estimated that 65% of the 
Hinchinbrook Shire or around 2,900 residences and businesses were affected by the 
February 2009 floodwaters with fifty homes experiencing inundation specifically in 
living areas (Bureau of Meteorology (BOM), 2009).  The Queensland Premier placed 
initial estimates of infrastructure damage at $120 million (ABC News, 2010).  
Furthermore the Insurance Council of Australia recorded a total cost of $19 million in 
insurance claims following the event (Ratz, 2010, email 10 September). 

The Community Recovery Centres housed up to 108 people and operated for ten 
days with an average of 54 people per night (Australian Red Cross, 2009).  The 
Australian Red Cross was active for a month and its operations involved one 
hundred and ten staff and volunteers (Australian Red Cross, 2009). 

The flooding had a deleterious impact on Ingham’s primary industry sector, and to 
businesses associated with this major industry. Ingham relies heavily on the sugar 
cane industry.  The flooding destroyed the sugar cane crop, and affected crop yields 
in the following years, which has had a massive impact to the whole community. This 
has placed significant pressure on the people of the Hinchinbrook Shire both 
financially and emotionally, pressures which continue to be felt to the present time.   
It is of interest therefore to explore the community of Ingham to find out what has 
supported the community through the disaster. 

Disaster community  

‘Community’ has been defined in many different ways from diverse disciplinary 
perspectives (Kumar 2005). A community can be a group of people coming together 
in physical, environmental, economic, relational, political or social ways (Kumar 
2005). For the purposes of this research ‘community’ is defined in three ways: those 
who live in a similar region; those who relate to each other as a community; and 
those who come together in response to an issue such as a disaster. Focusing on 
disasters, many researchers tend to identify the physical location where a disaster 
took place along with its name as synonymous with a disaster community. The 
assumption is that a common set of disaster behaviours might exist which supersede 
local cultural differences.  In other words, one expects a common set of community 
level patterns of disaster behaviours. With specific reference to communities 
impacted by a disaster therefore, Allen (2006) defines community as the ‘‘population 
living within the territorial bounds of a town or village administrative unit, which is 
considered to be exposed to a relatively high degree of environmental hazard risk’’ 
(p. 84).  

Disasters are also significant social constructs, formed within a particular social 
context (Kirschenbaum 2004; Quarantelli 1998). From this, it follows that any 
individual or family who has links through diverse social networks to others involved 
in a disaster becomes part of the disaster community. Geographic physical 
destruction remains important because the extent of physical damage, by creating 
economic, environmental and human losses, also has an impact on the social 
networks of interactions in such communities (Kirschenbaum 2004). A disaster 
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community therefore has a specific geographic disaster epicentre but is perceived 
and experienced through a complex web of social networks. Importantly, these social 
networks can affect collective community behaviour which might have an impact on 
community responses and adaptation to disasters. Studies have suggested social 
networks impact on, among other things, local governance (Beall 2001; Schafft and 
Brown 2000), health levels (Berkman 2000), child survival (Adams, Madhavan and 
Simon 2002) and even happiness (Fowler and Christakis 2008).   

Bronfenbrenner’s conceptual framework provides a structure and possible 
mechanism through which one might examine the influences of this complex of 
networks which support individuals in a disaster impacted community.   

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory 

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory (1979; 1989) (Figure 1) is useful for 
organizing factors that individuals cite as helpful because each factor can be placed 
around an individual according to the proximity of the factor in relation to the 
individual’s ecosystem.  Using this framework we can evaluate within person 
characteristics, such as adaptive coping and optimism as well as factors that are 
external to the person, such as family support, neighbourhood networks, health 
provision, state government financial support, federal government financial support 
and so on.  This type of factor categorization facilitates the evaluation of existing 
policies and provides a rationale for formulating future interventions to support 
individuals and communities (Boon et al. 2012). 
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Figure 1 Conceptual scheme of Bronfenbrenner’s systems and their interactions (Diagram 
constructed by authors to illustrate Bronfenbrenner’s theories) 
 

Bronfenbrenner structures an individual’s social context into five areas ( 
Bronfenbrenner 1989): 
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a. Microsystem – where the individual participates directly. 
b. Mesosystem – microsystem member interactions independent of the central  

individual 
c. Exosystem – entities and organisations that might be accessed by the individual or 

their family   
d. Macrosystem – the politics, views and customs that represent the cultural fabric of 

the individuals’ society. 
e. Chronosystem – the elements of time as they relate to events in the individual’s 

environment. 
The processes and experiences that the individual is exposed to either directly or 
through proximal interactions with the various systems above are thought to interact 
with their predispositions to structure their perceptions and responses, their 
behaviours, their adaptation and their acquisition of knowledge and skills 
(Bronfenbrenner and Ceci 1994). 

Prior research  

Communities in flood prone areas fare best when there is strong community 
cohesion, a perceptions of a sense of place and community involvement by the 
community members (Chang 2010). Collective efficacy, a construct defined as the 
shared belief that a group can effectively meet environmental demands and improve 
their lives through concerted effort, has also been found to be beneficial (Benight 
2004). Benight noted that people responded successfully to a variety of problems 
after the floods by creating an organised crisis committee to speak, decide, and act 
on behalf of their small rural community, demonstrating collective efficacy by way of 
community cohesion and a high level of involvement. 

Mitchell et al. (2010) explains that the flood prone community in Kaitaia, NZ, was 
supported by several factors and processes. A key issue is early communication to 
community members about the potential disaster risks and the levels of risks 
inherent in their response strategies. City council planning for a coordinated 
response to flooding, involving active participation of community members and 
organisations and leadership, helps to respond to a disaster, and promotes 
community resilience to the disaster. Smith (2010) concurred, showing that a 
disaster prone community is helped by pro-active planning and quick execution of a 
city council community recovery plan. In Australia, Gissing, Keys and Opper, 
(2010) examined flood research and argued that flood prone communities must be 
prepared. This includes taking note of flood warnings, emphasising that 
preparedness for flooding can save up to 80% of potential flood damages.  

In relation to the factors that influence people to reside in flood prone localities, a 
number of studies show that while the experience of flooding has a deleterious effect 
upon people’s physical and emotional health and attachment to a place (Tapsell and 
Tunstall 2008), a sense of place connecting individuals with communities transcends 
the negative impacts that a disaster can impose (Chamlee-Wright and Storr 2009; 
Manning 2005). Others argue that despite apparent known flood risk, which Masuda 
and Garvin  (2006) view as socially constructed, influenced by cultural factors and 
perceptions of the world, people make conscious decisions to reside and/or remain 
in areas that are flood prone, because they meet their lifestyle needs (Vogt, Willis 
and Vince  2008).   
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Research aims  

The aim of this research was to gather community perceptions about what assisted 
in the response to and recovery from the 2009 floods in Ingham. Of interest is also  
the issue of sustainability, the continuing adaptive functioning of a community.  
Hallegatte, Henriet and Corfee-Morlot (2011) conceptualise this in terms of economic 
adaptive capacity. While many definitions exist for a sustainable community, Geis 
(2000) proposes that a sustainable community not only aims for improved quality of 
life for all its residents by applying ecologically defensible strategies, but also 
supports local resources to sustain and promote the local economy. We were, 
therefore, also interested in the factors which influenced Ingham’s economic 
recovery. 
    
Methods 

In the case study two different groups of participants were recruited to be 
interviewed.  The first group included key informants, comprising  various categories 
of disaster emergency (e.g., state emergency management services, emergency 
medical services) and recovery respondents (e.g., community welfare agencies, 
mental health professionals) who were involved in assisting the community during 
and after the event. The second group comprised a cross-section of community 
residents (e.g. business owners, farmers, women’s groups) determined from a 
demographic profile of Ingham, and conversations with key informants and 
community representatives of various organisations.  Members of these groups were 
not mutually exclusive as many of those engaged in disaster response were also 
members of the affected community.   

 A semi-structured interview of open questions was developed for common use with 
both key informants and community residents. Questions to informants and the 
community addressed the kinds of assistance that helped both during the event and 
after the event and the impact on the community.  Although the original intent was to 
mainly conduct focus group interviews with community members, the difficulty of 
scheduling people at the same time led to some paired interviews, with the result 
that the number of focus groups varied from two to nine and the length varied from 
around 30 minutes to two hours.   Interviews were conducted between August, 2010 
and February 2011. A total of 77 participants were interviewed from a range of 
organisations and demographics (Tables 1 and 2 below); interviews were taped and 
transcribed and notes were taken and later expanded. 

A team of researchers participated in the process for triangulation of researcher 
coding and debriefings (Ezzy, 2002; Hay, 2005). Transcribed tapes from interviews 
were open coded in which the main issues that emerged were first identified and 
coded.  These codes were then categorised into themes or recurrent patterns. 
Common themes were identified within each of the Bronfenbrenner categories of 
scale: microsystem, exosystem (local, regional, state, national) and macro system.   

Interview questions used were:  

• Tell me what helped you during the event? 
• What sort of things helped you recover after the event? 
• What keeps you living in the community? Have you ever thought of moving 

from this community? 
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Participants  
 

Organisation Part icipant 
Occupations 

Flood Event 
Involvement 

Queensland Health 
(Ingham Hospital) (QH) 

Director of 
Nursing/Facility 
Managers  

Health provision 

Local Chamber of 
Commerce (CC) 

President Business 
advocacy 

Hinchinbrook Community 
Support Organisation, 
Public Housing 
Organisation  (PH) 

Social Worker Welfare support 

Local Community 
Support Organisation/ 
Self-employed – 
agricultural sector (CSO) 

Social Worker/Cane 
Farmer / Manager and 
Social Worker 

Welfare support 
and counselling 
support 

Queensland Police 
Service (QP) 

Police Officer Emergency 
response 

Department of 
Communities (DoC) 

Coordinator  Welfare support 

Hinchinbrook Shire 
Council  (HSC) 

Manager/ Councillors Corporate and 
economic 
support 

Emergency Management 
Queensland (EMQ) 

Manager and 
Education Officer  

Response and 
recovery  

Local Aged Care Facility 
(Canossa Hospital) (CH) 

Senior Nurse and 
Administrator 

Health provision 

Small Business (B) Small Business 
Owners 

Goods and 
services 
provision 

Government (MP) Local Government 
Member 

Community 
support and 
assistance 

Local Medical Centre 
(GP) 

Doctor  Health provision 

Table 1 Key Informant Interviewee characteristics 

Focus Group Numbe r of 
Part icipants 

Community Health (inc. Indigenous Health) Focus Group 
(HFG) 

6 

Low Income Focus Group (LIFG) 5 
Sugar Cane Focus Group (SCFG) 9 
Local Business Focus Group (LBFG) 6 
Youth Council Focus Group (YCFG) 6 
Disaster Managers Focus Group (DMFG) 8 
Emergency Responders Focus Group (ERFG) 15 
Non-governmental Organisations Focus Group(NGO FO) 2 
Real estate representatives (RE) 2 
Governmental Welfare Providers Focus Group (GWFG) 2 
Retirees /Disabled (R) 2 
TOTAL 63 
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Table 2 Focus Group Participants 
 

Findings 

Theme analysis identified several factors as helpful during and after the event. The 
themes reported here were reflected in responses of the vast majority of the 
participants.  

• Prior knowledge and experience with floods ensured appropriate 
preparedness 

• Strong, effective leadership by the council and hospital to ensure appropriate 
help was available to community members. 

• Strong cohesive social networks ensured help was distributed across the 
community  

• Commitment to the community by local and national businesses and sense of 
place  

Prior knowledge and experiences with floods ensured appropriate preparedness 

There was a keen awareness from the participants in the days prior to the event that 
flooding would occur. Participants began stocking up on food and other essentials 
before the event.  A number of participants stated that prior knowledge regarding 
local weather patterns was enough for them to realise that flooding would occur. 
Bronfenbrenner’s classification of these individual level factors leading to adaptive 
coping are clearly essential to response, recovery and adaptation to a disaster.    As 
noted in the literature (e.g., Smith 2010; Gissing, Keys and Opper 2010) prior 
experience with floods and a high level of preparedness is an important factor in 
meeting the challenges of the disaster. 

Like my mother’s generation, I grew up here, and we all knew, we live thirty five 
k’s out of town and we knew that come to wet season we were going to get cut off 
because we do.....we have a bridge across the road, so you stock up your food, 
you stock up your essentials, your dry essentials you do all of that, and if the flood 
doesn’t come, no problem. (SCFG) 

And  

You know every year there is a potential for floods, people still remember the 
1967 floods, the ‘77 flood, the ‘83 flood and all that sort of thing so it is very real to 
them.  So the whole town gears up towards these major events. (QH/HFG) 

Supporting prior experience with and knowledge of flooding, clear and timely 
communications were very important in alerting residents and responders to prepare 
for the flood. Participants relied on the use of technology ‘to find out about’ the event, 
which was supplemented by local knowledge and past experiences.   The radio, the 
television and the Internet were used extensively.  Through the use of the Internet 
participants could monitor expected rainfalls and the water levels of local river 
systems.  Technology was supplemented with more ‘traditional methods’ such as 
physical checks of rivers, and reliance on local ‘word of mouth’ for some older 
residents. 
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Strong, effective leadership by the council and hospital to ensure appropriate help 
was available to community members. 

The hospital, Mayor, council and essential services such as electricity and water 
were reported as exemplary in their leadership and dedication to support the 
community, endorsing prior findings (Smith 2010). Their efforts resulted in there 
being no reports of undue hardship experienced by community members. These 
exosystem functions, amenable to intervention and future policy amendments, were 
essential for the wellbeing of the individuals in the community. 

A lot of the nursing staff stayed here (in the hospital) for ten days....it was very 
humbling really because they had families at home under water quite often but 
they were here with us. It was really strong community commitment (QH)  

The council here done a mighty job to give a hand in the clean up, to get rid of all 
the stuff, they did that as hard as they could to repair the roads. (R) 

...even the Mayor like he always kept us informed about what was happening and 
even with the water to make sure we were OK so to fill up all our containers so we 
got that …any spare…because you know we may lose water. So everybody was 
aware of what to expect. (HFG) 

After the floods we (the Council) set up particular recovery sub groups to engage 
with the community. They covered a range of social and infrastructure 
issues...and they wound up by September last year after the flood which was in 
February and there was a lot of work done...trying to get financial assistance for 
schools ...especially farmers I suppose, but business generally, and that was a bit 
of a struggle and it took till about June to get that happening. (LDMG) 

...(what helped our recovery was ) the Hinchinbrook Shire officers in charge of the 
water treatment plant and the sewerage treatment plant in Ingham. We didn’t lose 
water... it was extraordinary, they were extraordinary circumstances and they kept 
those services for the district. Can you imagine if you had widespread power, 
water and sewerage shut downs during that long ten-day period when we were 
flooded and isolated?  The efforts of the local council staff that were able to keep 
water and sewerage going and the efforts of those Ergon Energy operators who 
were able to keep the power on for the district most of the time... was just 
extraordinary. (MP) 

Strong cohesive social networks ensured help was distributed across the community  

The community is viewed by respondents as very tightly knit through family and 
friend networks and through the Lions Club and other local associations involving 
many of the residents. These social networks would be termed mesosystem 
connections using Bronfenbrenner’s conceptual framework.  They support the 
perceptions and comments of participants of strong loyalty to the community and a 
sense of connectedness, echoing findings in prior research (Benight 2004). Non-
Governmental Organisations and charity groups provided significant counselling and 
financial support to the community. Special mention by key informants was given to 
groups such as Lifeline, the Red Cross, the Lions Club, St Vincent De Pauls, and the 
local community organisation, the Hinchinbrook Community Support Centre.  

...flood time is a really good time for me, it is a very social time, everyone goes 
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around and looks at the water and chats to the neighbours... it pretty much defines 
our identity in this town anyway it really does I have never been somewhere that is 
so frequently flooded, and is so accepting of flooding. (GP) 

Well it is a small town, seventy percent of the town have strong Italian heritage 
and the reason I mention that specifically is that there is strong interfamily ties.  
Plus in adversity, people tend to have that ‘Dunkirk spirit’ we help each other, 
because we have always helped each other. That really comes to the fore at times 
of great adversity here, particularly amongst the hospital community.(QH) 

Some people don’t ask, some people don’t like asking, but there is help there if 
you want it, all you have to do is say you need help, and someone will be around 
to see what you need doing. (R)  

I think having meetings for the whole town in the recovery phase and knowing that 
everyone can feed into that it just helps. We learn our shortcomings and we know 
how to improve on those shortcomings for the future instances ...I did notice even 
among the businesses they were helping each other with staffing if somebody 
(shop assistant)  couldn’t get through to their shop.  (HFG) 

You can’t rely on the government or the council or everyone to look after you, if 
you’re living in a street and you hear your neighbours well you look after each 
other so they do that yeah. (B) 

Commitment to the community by local and national businesses and sense of 
place   

Local and national businesses (exosystem facilities) who were seen as aware of 
the needs of the community remained open and available to supply the 
community with what they needed even though they were also affected, as 
individuals, by the disaster.  

I guess I spent a lot of time at the local shop. It was still open. It was quite a good 
outlet because you could still get to talk to other people. I think people 
congregated at the pub (at Lucinda) or the shop. I guess it was a bit of a social 
outlet. Just sharing what was happening in their life at the time. (SCFG) 

Coles was actually really good ... they gave us supplies ....they actually opened up 
on a Sunday, which they would usually be closed but they opened up for us and 
they actually rang and said look we can meet you at such and such come in pick 
up what you need and the manager sort of, yeah it was good. (CH) 

Residents reported a sense of place motivated them to support the community and 
remain there, a finding which was noted in prior research (e.g., Chang 2010; 
Chamlee-Wright and Storr 2009; Manning 2005). A conscious and deliberate lifestyle 
decision after weighing up the risks seems to keep residents in Ingham, mirroring the 
findings of Vogt, Willis and Vince (2008).   
 

But Ingham is a great place to live it is a very good place to bring up kids you 
know who you are... it’s a lousy place if you’re a young person who wants to run 
amok and sew your wild oats and that sort of mischief, it’s like a gold fish bowl and 
everyone knows what you are up to but it’s a good town when you have gotten 
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over that stage and raise a family. (GP) 

..apart from some people who lost things and get tired of it and complain about it 
so many others say oh well that is Ingham and I take them to a house and say this 
house is in a flood area and you will find that you have got water about a foot high 
underneath in a major flood and they say 'oh that’s alright I have lived here all my 
life that is ok I’m used to that’.(RE) 

Family connections, even if I had the financial freedom I would still stay. Yes. I 
think also because of my cultural heritage umm I have got the connection here. 
(HFG) 

However, there was some mismanagement of relief efforts noted by the community. 
The organisation of the response phase was deemed to be too centralised and as a 
result the lack of local knowledge meant that the relief was inefficient; an example of 
exosystem functions that should have been devolved to microsystem organisations. 

They [EMQ] had some real challenges.  Our eldest daughter was moved over to 
the SES coordination because she works for the council. It was challenging, 
logistically. You had non-locals coordinating the distribution of food to areas they 
didn’t understand. What we saw in this flood was everyman to himself mentality. I 
mean we were flying choppers here when the rain stopped we were taking food 
out, my husband was flying, and he said he was frustrated in that he did a trip 
from to town to Longpocket carrying dog food and then he would come back to 
town and he would be given an emergency parcel of medicine to go to farmer on 
the same path he had just gone on. For a couple of boxes of milk an EMQ 
chopper, which costs probably 8 or 9000 an hour, to drop a little item. (CC) 

 

The distribution of the State relief funds was also deemed to be poorly coordinated 
for those in need and the employees of the government agency. 

...well the way it worked I feel wasn’t the best way, because we had so many 
people sitting in rows of chairs all very traumatised, and the Department of 
Housing people, the Department of Communities people, and the other people 
sitting at the tables there at the other end of the high tower and these people they 
had to gradually, one seat by one seat, move up until they got to the front and 
they would shepherd them up to see these people to talk about their trauma. It 
was awful... there was elderly people who couldn’t walk and you had to help them 
move it was just traumatic for them and for myself, and it was hot and it was 
steamy. (PH) 

The financial relief offered by the State and Federal Governments by way of grants 
was greatly appreciated.  But when settling claims, insurance companies  were 
regarded as not supporting local businesses making financial recovery, in the wake 
of the global financial crisis, difficult for the community. By contrast Non-
Governmental Organisations and charity groups provided significant financial 
support to local businesses as they bought their charity goods from them; this 
assisted the financial recovery of the community, enhancing the sustainability of the 
community (Hallegate et al. 2011).  

It all (post-flood insurance claims and business) went down south... so that the 
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loss of those twenty days ...nothing made that up so there was no bounce back no 
recovery. You don’t only lose that ...there’s the replacement of stuff that gets 
replaced by insurance companies that goes for about a period of six months...we 
are not getting that business, that business was going out of town. ...for me and 
my business when we replaced the fridge we know that fridge was in the house 
for 16 years so we can’t make that again so that’s taken a whole slab of business 
from my business for the next 12 to 18 to 24 months because all this stuff that 
people get new here it was never supplied through our business it was supplied 
through Sydney outlets and Brisbane outlets. That will now affect my business for 
the next ten years until we get on that rotation again. (LBFG) 

I still honestly think we are seeing the combined effect of the floods and the GFC 
still here today and businesses are just hanging on by their finger tips.  I have had 
businesses say to me that they have been in town for thirty years and it has never 
been tougher then these past two years.  Even the more successful people like 
the ----- family, who did the massive redevelopment and put the Woolworths 
complex in and updated the Mitre 10... they are locals and they are telling me, “we 
have never had it this tough”. (CC) 

 

Conclusion  

Ingham floods regularly but the 2009 event was unusual because two floods 
occurred in succession.  Residents had just cleaned up only to have to do it again, 
causing more distress than in past floods. Despite the differences between the 2009 
flood and previous floods, Ingham residents appear to have been well prepared.  
 
Local knowledge, communication technology and social networks were all reported 
as being instrumental in assisting residents for a timely preparation for the flood 
event. Those historically more vulnerable, the elderly, the socially disadvantaged, 
single mothers and newcomers were less likely to be prepared and more likely not to 
take heed of locals’ advice to prepare; they remained complacent in the face of the 
unfolding event.  This was also remarked in relation to some younger groups who 
were perceived to share a culture of “help me”. 
 
The lifestyle that the residents of Ingham have chosen, a lifestyle noted for being 
close-knit, family centred and highly networked, is precisely what seems to have 
helped the community recover and adapt.  The conscious choices made prior to the 
disaster, weighing up potential risks and the lifestyle offered by the community, were 
upheld post-disaster.   
 
Strong microsystem connections have been the glue sustaining the community. 
Microsystem level factors such as family, friends and neighbours banded together to 
help during the event, adding to the perception that there is community cohesion and 
cooperation in the community.   Highly instrumental to the recovery efforts were 
exosystem factors, the community leadership, with the Mayor, Lions Club President, 
and other local businessmen taking up active roles. The council committee structure 
was established quickly in response to the event and provided leadership to help the 
recovery process and establish responsibilities for future events. Local volunteers 
groups helped to organize response for coordination of goods, services and support. 
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Charity organisations as well as a government-established recovery centre were very 
active and aided the recovery process. Financial assistance by way of grants to 
individuals, and business groups, a macrosystem factor, was deemed to be helpful, 
though some mismanagement issues were also reported by key informants and 
respondents.   
 
Overall, it is unclear whether recovery is complete two years post the event. Various 
reasons are proposed for this, including the global financial crisis and the tendency 
for insurance claims to be contracted out of the community, leaving local businesses 
out of the rebuilding effort.  In addition, the reliance on the sugar industry as the 
primary local industry placed some additional financial burdens on the community, 
especially if those who 'forward sold' were unable to meet contracts. Nonetheless, 
the community deemed themselves to be in a better position than the community of 
Victoria which was affected by fires a little after the flood events; Ingham passed on 
relief money to fire affected Victoria. 
 
Mitigation efforts for future events include renewed building codes and regulation to 
prevent new housing from being built in flood prone areas, and also the building of 
levee banks. 
 
An issue of great concern was the sense of powerlessness that locals reported 
during the response phase of Emergency Management Queensland (EMQ). EMQ 
were deemed inefficient because of a lack of local knowledge, and because they did 
not consult with locals to improve their performance, refusing to devolve power. 
Participants reported a belief that if local knowledge and expertise had been utilised, 
EMQ’s efforts would have been both more effective and efficient.    
 
These criticisms were noted by the local council, who in collaboration with EMQ has 
now implemented a flood warden scheme, which will see power devolved to local 
community members. They will disseminate information and act as a key point of 
contact in the case of future flooding events.  There is considerable enthusiasm 
within the community regarding these efforts, showing the strong social cohesion and 
commitment and sense of place the community has. In all there are enormous social 
networks operating in the community, illustrating the mesosystem links between 
microsystems.    
 
Respondents interviewed continue to live in Ingham in the face of recognised future 
risk of weather disasters because, while financial and economic factors shape their 
lifestyle choices, a sense of place and belonging binds them to Ingham, showing the 
importance of microsystem factors in shaping individuals’ decision making.  
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