Disaster Planning and Recovery
Collaborative Research Project
Opportunities Workshop
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Welcome
Today we are exploring the insights we have learned from the people impacted by the 2019 Northern
Queensland Monsoon Disaster
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Agenda
1.

Welcome & Project Overview - 15 minutes

2.

Introductions - 10 minutes

3.

Research Findings & Reﬂection - 35 minutes

4.

Break - 10 minutes

5.

Community Journeys Activity - 1 hour 30 minutes
(Working lunch from 12pm)

6.

Reﬂection & Next Steps - 10 minutes

3

Project Overview & Introductions
The background to this project & who’s in the workshop today
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Powerlink QSuper

UTS
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Cognitive Disability Collaborative Research Project

Identifying
Problem
TCP partners
identified people
with cognitive
disabilities being
upsold products

Undertaking
research
TCP led a 12 month
collaborative research
project with 7
founding partners and
people with lived
experience

Building
capability
TCP facilitated crosssector immersion
workshops with people
with lived experience
and TCP partners to
share research findings

Co-creating
solutions
TCP facilitated cocreation workshops with
people with lived
experience and TCP
partners to co-create
individual and crossorganisational solutions

Collaboration
and action
TCP brokered
partnerships between
multiple community
and corporate
organisations to
implement solutions

Sharing what
works
TCP sharing research
and learnings
through workshop
report, further
workshops and online
Knowledge Hub

Sustaining and
scaling
TCP members sharing
their solutions and
materials back to TCP
members for further
improvement and
learning
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•
•

11

Principles
Diversity
Equity
Openness
Mutual benefit
Courage

Demonstrations
Humans at the centre
Leave competition at the door
Participate as you can
Member-led agenda
Minimise harm & add new value
We build on existing strengths, we
do not duplicate
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Introductions
1. Your name
2. Your job title
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Workshop Objective
The purpose of this workshop is to present back our research insights and the community stories so
that we can start exploring opportunities to strengthen services for communities aﬀected by natural
disasters.
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Research
February 3 - February 7, 2020
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Contextual Research
Symplicit and Thriving Communities Partnership visited
Townsville to speak with 20 diﬀerent Townsville residents
who were impacted by the Disaster of 2019. The
interviews were structured so that they could take us
through their entire experience up until the present.

•

12 Residents (mix of health and ﬁnancial situations)

•

8 Businesses (mix of small and medium businesses)

•

1hr - 1.5hrs sessions
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Research Insights
What did we discover?
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Residential & General
Insights related to the general community
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Electricity as a gatekeeper
During the ﬂood, people used whether they had power or not to stay and defend
their property or leave.
After the ﬂood, people could only start the cleanup / rebuilding process with
power.

Flow on eﬀect examples:
Having power in an evacuation area may encourage people to disregard other
communications and place themselves into unsafe scenarios.
Not being able to start the cleanup process can increase the severity of damage due to
mould, contamination, which can then extend the period a family is unable to return home.
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Communications
- People did not receive texts or door to door knocking when they ended up being
impacted.
- Most people were unaware of the support available including utilities,
telecommunications or banks.
- There is a portion of the population that do not rely on digital media for updates
and more often are not able to access information online or depend on Television.
- Even if people are aware of warning signs, they won’t act until the threat is real.
Flow on eﬀect example:
People do not have enough time to pack or raise things oﬀ the ground, which then causes
them personal loss and ﬁnancial hardship if they do not have contents insurance.
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Universal Design
- Recovery centres are not equipped to deal with the additional needs of people
with speciﬁc physical and medical needs.
- Hospitals were not equipped to deal with emergency situations and needs of
people with disabilities and their families or carers.
- Pets are considered family and are a decision factor as to not seek refuge at an
emergency centre.
Flow on eﬀect examples:
People seek alternative accommodation arrangements putting strain on other family and
friends’ resources.
Potential long term mental and physical health impacts for individuals, avoidable trauma
for them and their family.
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Financial maze for residents
- Ongoing disputes and delays are an immense strain on both residents’ and
business owners’ mental and emotional wellbeing, so they may settle for suboptimal payments/outcomes.
- Tradies over-quoting.
- Insurance companies underquoting.
Flow on eﬀect examples:
Mistrust develops and erodes the sense of community.
An unforeseen ﬁnancial burden develops, which may cause strain on family dynamics and
the ability for people to aﬀord other essential services like day care for their children.
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Flexibility
+ Insurance companies allowed people to organise their own builders, or invoice
what was needed.
+ Employers supported their staﬀ by allowing time oﬀ as needed.
- Financial packages and pensions do not account for the extreme circumstances
of the ﬂood and extra expenses involved.
Flow on eﬀect examples:
People in rigid policies may become more vulnerable to ﬁnancial hardship compounding
their other ﬁnancial obligations and/or capacity to contribute to the economy.
The innovation/adaptability from organisations and individuals problem solving and
working together, results in greater resiliency i.e. shared community cleanup.
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Emotional journey
- People generally realise 6-12 months after the event that they need emotional/mental support.
+ People mentioned it was cathartic to speak with us and tell their whole story – some saying we
were the ﬁrst or second people they had explained their situation to.
- Parents were worried about how their children were coping after the event, but often didn't seek
help for months.
- Insensitivity of people along the journey degrades the impacted peoples’ emotional resilience.
Flow on eﬀect examples:
Organisations that didn’t have trauma informed processes and staﬀ made it more diﬃcult
for people to navigate these interactions.
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Social Connections
+ Generosity of donations provide an immense sense of optimism and support.
+ Established personal connections within networks (FEAT, TMSG) were key to
vulnerable residents getting adequate support.
+ Word of mouth was the most common way people discovered information.
- Fear Mongering and false information on social media channels.
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Business
Insights related to business owners
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Employer as pillar in community
+/- Supporting staﬀ ﬁnancially and to a degree, emotionally, is a priority for business owners but also a
source of major ﬁnancial stress.
+/- Safety of staﬀ is incredibly important in terms of reputation to the business and genuine care for their
team. It was diﬃcult to make decisions about closing stores with lack of information.
- Perceived they were de-prioritised compared to residential support.
Flow on eﬀect examples:
The faster a business is open for business the stronger the local economy.
The faster a business is open for business the more services are available to help the rest of the
community rebuild (food, medical, mechanics).
Insurance/grants and electricity are all critical factors for getting a business back open and delays in these
aﬀect staﬀ, family, cash ﬂow, economy, etc.
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Business Insurance
- Staﬀ wages / loss of business are not
recoverable through grants / insurance.
- Flood insurance was viewed to be too
expensive for small businesses / Cost beneﬁt
to protect against a 1-100 year event was a risk
business owners were willing to take.
- Business owners assumed they would be
covered for ﬂood damage, when in fact they
were not.

Government Grants
+ Small Business Recovery Centre was integral
to the support and success of businesses and
creating a community.
- Grant application process was too long for
someone who may be struggling mentally and
emotionally with the complexity of their
situation.

Flow on eﬀect example:
Some business owners want to challenge their insurance policy coverage, but some government grants
require them to prove they aren't able to claim insurance; people are quick to feel overwhelmed by
conﬂicting and complex processes.
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Aversion to receive charity
- People feel there is someone worse oﬀ so won’t take advantage of services.
- Feeling that if they are taking charity then they are an inadequate business
owner.
+ Communications around getting help may be better received if the messaging is
about contributing to the community rather than personally needing help.

Flow on eﬀect example:
Delays in accepting grants or refusing to accept grants delays recovery of long term
community and economy.

30

Family as priority
- During the disaster event, if family safety is at all threatened, the business is outof-sight-out of mind.
- After the disaster event, until family, pets and staﬀ are attended to, the business
owner has limited capacity to address grants and insurance processes.
- Guilt that making a wrong decision impacts on safety and long term ﬁnancial
wellbeing on whole family.
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Macroeconomics
- A downturn in the economy leaves cash reserves low for businesses to recover.
- Flow on ﬁnancial aﬀects: reduced stock; inability to pay/ buy from suppliers;
pressure on wages; failure to meet business goals / ROI.
- Impact is felt now after insurance claims are made and business is trying to get
back on their feet.
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Round Table
•

5 minutes
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Break
•

10 minutes
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Community Journeys
Exploring the stories uncovered from the research
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Cameron’s Story
Cameron runs a number of service businesses. Hie had never expected this type of ﬂood to occur.

Jess’ Story

During the heavy rains he was using Google maps to see what roads were being closed, trying to decide what to
do with one of his businesses in a vulnerable area, hoping it could remain open. Once they heard that power was
cut to the area, they called and told all their staﬀ to go back home. They could not access one of the businesses
for nine days, during which time Cameron helped clean out his father’s home which had been damaged. When
he ﬁnally was able to return to the business, it was destroyed.
Cameron did not have insurance because he felt that it just wasn’t worth the money for his business. He did not
ask for help because he thought it was a sign of weakness and he’d be able to come up with a solution himself.
He didn’t want to let go of staﬀ because they were also struggling from the aftermath, and so he moved the
operations of the ruined business into his other business, which had also suﬀered substantial damage, yet could
stay open.
Cameron had taken loans out on his ruined business, which were still a liability even though the business was
written oﬀ. He also owed money to suppliers, which he tried to pay back in small amounts. His loss of income
and staﬀ wages were burdening him even more.
After six months, he was really struggling ﬁnancially and decided to go over to the Small Business Recovery
Centre to seek assistance. The Centre was guiding him to apply for grants and advising him how to take
advantage of Australian Tax Oﬃce extensions. However, it was mentally exhausting for him to go through the
process of seeking information from banks to complete the forms. He developed severe depression and anxiety,
hardly sleeping three hours a night.
The Queensland Rural and Industry Development Authority (QRIDA) grants were extremely helpful to allow
him to put money back into his surviving business, which he hopes to make more resilient. But Cameron is still
feeling the ﬁnancial pressure, saying - “There are 4000 homes still to be rebuilt; that’s 4000 families that aren’t
able to spend in my shop.”
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Jill’s Story
Jill lives in a house that regularly ﬂoods. She moved to Townsville with her husband and bought her home
unaware that it was in a ﬂood-prone area. Her house is far from town and was one of the ﬁrst areas to ﬂood.
They noticed the heavy rains and knew to get sandbags, but they weren’t well enough to do heavy lifting, so
they found some teenagers to help. They ﬁnished sandbagging around 2am and decided to stay and ﬁght the
waters as best they could, as they still had power. Without power, they would have had no choice but to leave.
As soon as they could, they rang their insurer and an assessor came out within a couple of days, followed by a
builder’s crew. She remembers one of the builders saying, “You deserve to get ﬂooded if you live out here.” They
packed up their salvaged things to put in storage and threw out ruined furniture in a skip in the street.
Since Jill never goes online, it was 10 days after the ﬂood before she heard from a neighbour about a recovery
centre setup nearby that provided resources and support. There she learned about Council allowing delays for
rate payments. But when she spoke to Council, she was told that she wasn't eligible because the house was not
in the designated 'disaster affected' area. She remembers the federal grants were pretty easy to get but
the state government grants seemed a bit more of a process.
The couple was asked to move out while their home was rebuilt, but Jill has a mental health condition that
makes it diﬃcult for her to leave home. The insurance company found a way to allowed them to stay on the
property, but the stress and lack of privacy impacted on her. Throughout this time her usual GP was closed due
to ﬂood damage and she had to see another for her regular prescriptions, which made her anxious and
reluctant to go to her appointments. She felt that she needed some additional mental health support but didn’t
know where to go.
Once she moved back in, her things came out of storage and she discovered that antique furniture had been
broken, sentimental crocheted blankets were black with mould and things had gone missing. The builders asked
for photos, but just after the ﬂood Jill hadn’t thought to itemise everything in photos.
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Now they can’t sell their house and she wants to speak to someone about the poor ﬂood mitigation in the area,
but local and state governments have been unresponsive. She feels she is in the forgotten part of Townsville.

Astur’s Story
Astur has been living in Australia for ﬁve years with husband and kids. She runs a small business selling food at
weekend markets and keeps her equipment outside next to her home.

Jess’ Story

The ﬁrst moment she became aware that they were in trouble was when her husband came home having had to
abandon his car because of the road closures. They weren’t sure what to do and just watched the water start to
come into their house.
They were evacuated by the military to an evacuation centre, where they were amazed at how kind the Red Cross
staﬀ were there in helping them get settled. As donations came in from the community, providing them
essentials like nappies, food and blankets, they felt so cared for by the Townsville community.
When Astur and her family were able to return home, they discovered that much of their furniture was destroyed
and her business equipment was damaged including a microwave, gazebo and some cooking gear. Since they
were staying in a rental, the landlord had insurance to ﬁx up the house and one of the case workers at Townsville
Multicultural Support Group (TMSG) oﬀered for them to stay at their house while the home needed minor
repairs.
Being from overseas, she has little understanding of how insurance works in Australia, so they had none. Also,
having little English, it was only through TMSG that she had become aware of the Queensland Rural and Industry
Development Authority (QRIDA) grants available for businesses. Through the grants she was able to buy enough
equipment to return to the markets three months later. But she discovered that some of the markets had never
reopened and some of the familiar faces never came back. Some people would come to her market stall with no
money and she would let them have food for free anyway, since she knew how hard the ﬂoods have been on
everyone.
Now if the weather forecast looks unpredictable, she avoids going to the markets because it would be too costly
for her to lose any more equipment or waste money on food should the weather turn bad. She’s been saving
money to buy a mobile kitchen which would make her more self-suﬃcient and resilient.
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Kate’s Story
Kate is a mother of two young children who depends on a motorised wheelchair for mobility and requires an
attached medical device. She requires her husband to assist in their rental house.
The night the dam opened, they were evacuated by the police, who told her she could not take her wheelchair,
which caused her great worry and concern. They had to lift her into the high rescue vehicle, but if they pulled out
her medical device by mistake, she’d have to be rushed to the hospital.
Upon arrival at the evacuation centre, she was set in a basic wheelchair provided by a volunteer. To her discomfort,
a news crew ﬁlmed the ordeal. The centre was chaotic inside and she told her children that they were safe with her.
The centre facilities had a wheelchair accessible shower, but she required a hoist to be lifted out of the chair, which
did not exist. The ambulance oﬃcers assisted her before she went to sleep worrying about her medical device and
hygiene. The next day she was taken to the hospital, but her family was not allowed to stay with her. During their
visits, she tried her hardest not to break down in front of her son. The hospital staﬀ could not attend to her needs
as often as her husband could, so she felt isolated and misunderstood.
Kate called her National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) case manager who got her out of hospital and found
her emergency accommodation for females, but her husband wasn’t allowed to stay there either. She reached out
to a social worker friend who supported her in finding a ﬁt-for-purpose home through the Department of Housing.
She was surprised at how quickly the government came up with a place and how quickly the grants came through
to replace furniture that was lost, as they had no contents insurance.
They moved into the house at a reduced rental rate, but that rate has recently returned to the usual rate, which
they cannot aﬀord, so she is looking to return to work to pay rent. The shops used to be nearby, but now they are
too far for her to travel in a wheelchair and the travel adds extra costs.
Still to this day, Kate’s youngest child asks when they are going to go home, and the elder child worries when it
rains. But Kate is happy that her elder child has made friends with children in the neighbourhood.
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Jess’ Story
Jess and her husband both work in the construction and design industry. They have a young son together and
live in a Queenslander.

Jess’ Story

During the heavy rains, she noticed water coming up through the manholes after a shopping trip and couldn’t
get back to their street. The SES crew had blocked it oﬀ and were evacuating neighbours. Her brother, who lived
nearby, was receiving text messages from the council, but she hadn’t received anything.
When they were able to return home after eight days, they found dead animals and tons of silt in the yard and
the water had risen into the ﬂoorboards of the house. Their insurer told them not to go inside the house until it
was assessed, and since the power could not be turned on they weren’t able to start any clean-up outside.
The insurance assessors arrived three weeks later, and by this time, black mould had spread through their
house. Jess was aware their home had asbestos inside the walls.
The insurance company provided quotes for the damage and were using builders from out of town, who showed
disdain for having to deal with the situation. Being in the construction and design industry Jess and her husband
had the knowledge to know when they were getting underquoted. To help make decisions they would use their
networks and expertise to check the quotes - a $40k job, as quoted by insurance, was more realistically a $150k
job.
Over the next year, she argued with the insurance company while other major life events occurred, which caused
additional emotional and financial strain all while caring for her son. Her work supported her to take the leave
required during this time. Her son’s day care had closed and he was transferred into another that was
overwhelmed with kids. Her son had an allergy and she was worried he wouldn’t
be cared for properly and she noticed how he would start crying when it rained.

40

Finally, they got a pay-out from the insurance company and were able to nominate their own builders to ﬁnish
the work. She worries about her son playing in the garden that is contaminated. Although she thinks her son
was too young to understand, she wonders about his mental wellbeing too.

Richard’s Story
Richard runs a family automotive mechanic business with around 14 staﬀ. He recently moved his shop from a
location which was hit hard from the 1998 ﬂood. For that ﬂood he was able to make an insurance claim because
the ﬂooding was determined to be caused by stormwater. He was aware of ﬂoods occurring in Townsville since
the 1940s through his dad’s stories.
When the heavy rains came in 2019, Richard was monitoring the situation through the Bureau of Meteorology
and the City Council website. He could never imagine that the river could break its banks, but he decided to get
the customer cars oﬀ the ground and used the mechanic lifts to raise them oﬀ the ground.
To Richard’s disbelief, the ﬂood came through and destroyed the oﬃce and industrial machinery on the ground.
Water also came through the roof, destroying it and the air-conditioning units.
After the ﬂoods, his shop remained closed because the machinery had rusted, and he was unable to get the
customer cars back down on the ground. He had started the insurance claim process early, so the assessor came
soon after the ﬂoods. Since the damage was caused by ﬂood waters it was determined that he was not covered.
This began a month-long battle with the insurance company over how his business was damaged, since there
was obvious damage that came through the roof. Richard felt tremendous guilt that he didn’t understand a
technicality in his policy so important that it could now aﬀect his family and loved ones.
While this was going on, he didn’t want to let go of his staﬀ and “send them to the wolves” because some of them
had gone through a tough time, so he got them to come in and help clean and continued to pay them.
After sharing stories with other business owners in the area, he found out about the Small Business Recovery
Centre, where he learned about the Queensland Rural and Industry Development Authority (QRIDA) grants. But
getting access to the grants became problematic because he had to prove he couldn’t receive insurance, yet he
was in the midst of disputing their decision.
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It’s now a year on and he is discovering machinery is starting to suddenly break. The insurance company won’t
add ﬂood cover onto their contract as they have ﬂooded in the past.

Greg’s Story
Greg lives by himself in a unit in Townsville. He self-manages several complex medical conditions and relies on
electricity to do this. He has a plan with the NDIS but has little contact with his case worker. His unit is well set up
with his physiotherapy and medical equipment, and he requires minimal assistance.
Greg was aware of heavy rains and ﬂooding in some areas, but he was conﬁdent his unit wouldn’t ﬂood and was
prepared to wait out the monsoon at home. Greg chose his unit over 20 years ago due to its low risk of ﬂooding
and remembers it held up well in the 1998 Night of Noah ﬂoods, but he always keeps his cyclone kit well stocked
with canned food, torches and a radio just in case.
When the power went out in the early afternoon, Greg was surprised and called the energy company to ﬁnd out
what was going on. He knew the company had him on a list for priority reconnection, so he assumed the power
would be back on soon. When he called, he found out that the outage was due to risk of water damaging
underground electrical infrastructure nearby, and it was unclear when his power would be restored. He began
to feel anxious – it could be an hour, a day or a week. It was late afternoon and starting to get dark in his unit,
and he would need power to attend to his medical needs soon. Greg supposed he could just bunker down at
home, ﬁnd work arounds to meet his medical needs without power and pray that there were no complications
as he prefers to be self-suﬃcient wherever he can and doesn’t like to ask for assistance.
He decided to check in with his mum who lives a few hours inland, and she happened to be in Townsville that
night. She was staying at a nearby caravan park and was unable to return home due to road closures. The
caravan park still had power, so Greg arranged to stay with her to wait out the ﬂoods. He quickly packed the
essentials and made his way there before ﬂooding and road closures could stop him.
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Greg stayed at the caravan park for four days and called his energy company once during this time to ask for an
update. On the fourth day, he heard from his neighbour that power was back on in their units. He headed home
as soon as he could and found his unit had escaped any damage in the ﬂood, but most of the food in his fridge
had rotted. Greg felt fortunate as he knew many had lost everything in the ﬂoods. He wonders how he would
have fared if his mum hadn’t been in town though.

Scenario Exploration
We will provide you with a story that illustrates
a ﬂood scenario uncovered from the research.

•

Read individually

•

Write on post-its pain points or barriers

•

One thought per post-it

•

10 minutes
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Synthesis
Split into your groups and talk about some of the pain
points and barriers you discovered. Group your notes into
similar groups.

•

Work as a group

•

5 minutes
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Brainstorm Opportunities
Using the post-its provided, write down ideas of how
might we improve your person’s experience.
Primers: Think internal organisation changes; think about
cross-organisation possibilities.

•

Work individually

•

1 item per post-it

•

10 minutes
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Synthesis
Split into your groups and talk about some of the
opportunities you discovered. Group your notes into
similar groups.

•

Work as a group

•

5 minutes
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Group Playback
Each group now shares with the larger group their
scenario and the things they have discovered.

•

Summarise the scenario

•

What were the pain points or barriers?

•

How might you improve the scenario?

•

Each group gets 5 minutes
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Reflection and Next Steps
What happens next
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What would you need?
In small groups discuss things that you would need in
order to begin to create change within your organisation,
or across sectors.

•

Work in small groups

•

Nominate a facilitator to take notes on paper
provided

•

Facilitator will playback the discussion

•

10 minutes
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Group Playback
Each group facilitator now shares with the larger group
their talking points and the things they have discovered.

•

Summarise what needs were identiﬁed.

•

Who is involved?

•

What resources are needed / questions answered?

•

Each group has 5 minutes
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