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24 February 2023 

 

Select Committee on Australia’s Disaster Resilience  

PO Box 6100 

Parliament House 

Canberra ACT 2600 

Via email: disasterresilience.sen@aph.gov.au  

 

 

Dear Committee Members, 

 

Anglicare Australia appreciates the opportunity to provide input to the Senate Select Committee on 

Australia’s Disaster Resilience. As our climate changes, natural disasters and emergencies are likely 

to become more frequent and more extreme, and community service organisations must be 

recognised as vital partners in preparedness, response and recovery from emergencies.   

 

The Anglicare Australia Network consists of social and health service organisations that are linked to 

the Anglican Church in Australia, that share a belief in the value and the potential of every person, 

and the principles of justice, hope and compassion.  

 

Many of our members are partners in state and territory emergency action plans, and our Network 

has helped people rebuild their lives after extreme weather and disasters, and our Network has 

played a critical role in disaster response and recovery efforts over three centuries. We make this 

submission on behalf of our members, and the families and communities who use their services. 

 

Recognise the role of Australian not-for-profit organisations in preparing for, 

responding to and recovering from natural disasters  

Community service organisations are central to the delivery of effective local emergency relief and 

recovery. They help communities stay strong and connected when they are facing disasters and 

emergencies. They can swiftly mobilise resources, expertise, and essential services in response to 

disasters. The local knowledge of community organisations, the focus on vulnerable people, and the 

understanding of community needs are vital contributions. 

 

For example, Anglicare North Coast is a small agency that was vital to the 2022 flood response, with 

staff and volunteers from the local community staffing evacuation centres, providing food and 

essentials, and helping with applications for financial relief.  

 

mailto:disasterresilience.sen@aph.gov.au


2 

 

 

 

Community service organisations are frequently among the first responders to an emergency, and 

are often on the frontline, providing resources, support and triage services. They also support long-

term community development, cohesion, rebuilding and resilience. 

 

During a disaster, some of the key activities undertaken by organisations include establishing 

evacuation centres, providing personal support, material aid, community outreach and assisting with 

the provision of food, shelter and clothing. They often know the people in their community who are 

likely to be vulnerable, and can check in to make sure they are safe, and have the resources or plans 

in place to support them. 

 

For example, Anglicare Disaster Recovery (ADR) operates across the breadth of NSW with 

approximately 1000 registered volunteers and 3 full-time equivalent staff employed to manage the 

recruitment, training, administration, compliance, deployment and care of these volunteers. 

Anglicare Disaster Recovery, along with welfare partner agencies  such as Red Cross and Disaster 

Recovery Chaplaincy Network, are responsible for the volunteer staffing of evacuation centres and 

recovery centres. They are directly responsible for providing material aid of essential goods to 

impacted residents in these centres, and assist other partner agencies in comforting people, cooking 

meals, registering evacuees, and many other ad hoc jobs. ADR staff and volunteers are also called 

upon by partner organisations to undertake community outreach, visiting impacted individuals and 

families in their homes to provide comfort and support, and ascertain unmet needs and the overall 

state of communities in their recovery.  

 

The deployment of volunteers to evacuation and recovery centres and community outreach, along 

with training, is paid for by the NSW Government. ADR staff salaries and operational costs are paid 

for by Anglicare Sydney. In times of disaster many more non-ADR staff, volunteers and clergy are 

called upon to support the financial, material, emotional and spiritual needs of impacted 

communities. Many of these staff and volunteers live and work in or nearby to these impacted in local 

communities. These staff, volunteers and clergy have invaluable local knowledge, expertise and 

solutions in times of disasters which ADR draw upon in their disaster response, and their connection 

to local communities is a source of resilience building and ‘preparedness’ for times of disaster.  

 

As the Black Summer bushfires burned across eastern Australia, Anglicare NSW South, NSW West 

and ACT disaster recovery volunteers quickly mobilised to work in evacuation and recovery centres. 

This initial response was followed by the establishment of a Bushfire Recovery Program, which 

provided financial assistance to people affected by the fires by embedding locally hired program 

coordinators in five affected communities, to administer the Bushfire Recovery Program. We worked 

with Anglicare NSW South, NSW West and ACT to evaluate their Bushfire Recovery program.  
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The evaluation found that the program was flexible and responsive to local community need, because 

it was staffed by local people who knew the community and understood their needs.i It reached 

people who would otherwise have fallen through the cracks because local workers knew community 

members who were vulnerable or in need of assistance, and were trusted by people who might 

otherwise have been reluctant to engage. Our findings also showed that the program maximised 

collaborative effort with other organisations because existing knowledge of the region and 

relationships between services made collaboration easier; and that financial relief provided an 

opening for the provision of or referral to others types of support, and an “avenue for building a 

relationship.”ii The success of the program speaks to the important role that community service 

organisations can play in disaster recovery, especially when they are rooted in local communities. 

 

Include community service organisations as partners in emergency management and 

planning 

Emergency management planning for communities should be undertaken in partnership with local 

community service organisations which are embedded in communities. Yet the community services 

sector continues to be overlooked in climate and emergency response planning at a local, regional 

and state level.  Rarely are we given a seat at the table, on equal footing with local Government and 

the Emergency Services management sector. In NSW, Anglicare Sydney’s disaster recovery response 

is written into the State Emergency Plan and, along with other community welfare partners, 

collaborates with Government to ensure a comprehensive disaster response through evacuation and 

recovery centres. A seat at relevant state level committees ensures active participation and feedback. 

This collaborative and inclusive approach to welfare services in the midst of disasters should be 

encouraged at a State, Regional and Local level when it comes to emergency management planning 

for communities.  

An effective collaborative disaster recovery is easier when the structures and relationships are in 

place before the disaster occurs, and trust has already been established. For example, the National 

Emergency Relief Coordination Group is a standing group of agencies, including Anglicare Australia, 

and convened by Department of Social Services. It met several times at short notice to discuss advice 

to the former Minister about the impact of the Queensland and northern NSW floods on emergency 

relief and other services. It was already in place before the floods occurred, and the relationship with 

the Minister had been built over time. This enabled the group to swiftly convene and provide 

immediate and valuable intelligence and advice about the situation in the disaster regions.  

 

One of the challenges for community organisations working in disaster response and recovery is the 

complicated policy environment with multiple agencies at different levels of government. Anglicare 

Australia has heard reports about coordination problems related to material aid, supplies, delivery of 

health and social services, accessing income support and disaster payments, and coordination of 

community hub.  There can be competing meetings and agendas that delay responses and impede 

vulnerable community members getting assistance. These issues are compounded when community 

service organisations are working across state and territory borders. 
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Government employees do not always value the local knowledge and relationships of community 

service employees or volunteers. Local knowledge about, for example, the best and most accessible 

venue for emergency centres can be ignored, to the detriment of local people. Regular networking, 

training and drills are required, and the local community services sector who are embedded in the 

local area through service delivery and social connection need to be included. This ensures that relief 

and recovery response to an emergency is co-ordinated according to agreed guidelines and agencies 

are aware of each other's capacities, skills and roles in an emergency.  

 

We urge the Committee to consider avenues to promote collaboration, including with the community 

sector, and streamline cross-government coordination to address local need.  

 

Provide flexibility and contingency funding to meet demand after an emergency 

The increased demand for support and services during and after an emergency is well established. 

For example, the trauma and upheaval of Victoria’s Black Saturday bushfires led to an increase in 

demand for services addressing mental health issues, risky alcohol consumption, and family 

violence.iii Anglicare Australia Network members have reported increases in mental illness, family 

breakdown and community conflict in the years since the Black Summer bushfires.  

 

The majority of community organisations are motivated by the needs of their communities, not 

funding or contracting obligations.iv More community organisations would like to be involved in 

disaster management,v but their involvement in disaster preparedness, response and recovery is 

limited by funding and capacity.  

 

Much of the work undertaken by Anglicare Australia Network members in response to emergencies 

is unfunded, or on top of their existing services. While they may eventually receive additional funding 

for support they have provided to their communities, it can take weeks or months to confirm and 

receive. Flexible contingency funds are needed to help community service organisations respond to 

local community need, and ensure they are able to pivot to helping people impacted by emergencies. 

bushfires.  

 

Too often there are delays in receiving additional funding, or in renegotiating contractual outputs, 

that mean organisations do not receive funding for months after the emergency event. In the 

meantime, they redistribute existing resources and staff to meet community need, often at significant 

financial cost to the organisation.  

 

A recent example is the COVID-19 Aged Care Support Program, where the Commonwealth 

Government provides grants to aged care services to cover the additional costs associated with 

managing COVID outbreaks. Yet the scale of demand has caused delays to the processing of grants, 

meaning organisations are waiting more than six months to hear the outcomes of their applications, 

during which time they must bear the additional costs themselves.  
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Reporting requirements must also be commensurate with the funding. Anglicare Australian Network 

members noted that monthly reporting in the wake of the 2019-20 bushfires became onerous and 

attracted administrative costs, that was counter-productive to the purpose of the funding.  

 

We support several recommendations made by ACOSS to address these challenges, including: 

▪ Changes to grant rules and guidelines to provide more flexibility and easier grant variations 

during an emergency; and 

▪ A contingency fund to enable community organisations to surge capacity to meet additional 

need, and financial compensation for intensive response and recovery efforts.  

 

Fund readiness and volunteer capacity 

Much of the emergency response provided by Anglicare Australia Network members is provided by 

volunteers. With many learning about volunteering opportunities from their parish or church, it is 

often their Anglican faith, as well as their commitment to their local community that leads them to 

volunteer. Our Network’s experiences show that despite the publicly reported decline of traditional 

forms of volunteering,vi our Network’s volunteers bring high levels of commitment, time, experience 

and strong Anglican values to their efforts.  They are deeply loyal to the organisations. With many 

based in the communities in which they volunteer, their local knowledge is of great value.  

 

Volunteers thrive in the long-term when the organisations they volunteer with are able to give time 

to staff to properly support them. As with paid staff, volunteers require a safe workplace, suitability 

checks, training, management and ongoing support in their roles. Volunteers work with vulnerable 

populations, including children, and our commitment to being child safe organisations requires 

investment in appropriate recruitment checks and monitoring.  

 

With disasters becoming more frequent,  and evacuation and recovery centres remaining open for 

longer to support communities impacted by disaster, more volunteers are needed for longer periods. 

For example, volunteers were on the ground for over three months following the Black Summer 

bushfires in the Blue Mountains. Anglicare Sydney reports they had to increase volunteer numbers 

seven-fold to meet this demand. Even with this increase, volunteers were called on to work long 

hours, sometimes seven days a week for months. This left many people exhausted and reluctant to 

make a similar commitment in the future. 

 

In our evaluation of the Anglicare NSW South, NSW West and ACT volunteer program, suitable 

training was identified in all interviews as one of the key ingredients in building a sustainable 

disaster response program. Volunteers highly valued formal training and simulations.  
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They also need to feel valued and recognised, learn new skills, and have meaningful activities to 

participate in. In assessing their own volunteering capacity, Anglicare Sydney has recognised that 

when volunteers are not activated regularly and meaningful, morale and enthusiasm can wane and it 

can be difficult to maintain engagement. This means that outside of disasters, an ongoing program of 

engagement, activities, training and planning is needed to maintain volunteer capacity.    

 

Ongoing funding from the Government for the systems and infrastructure needed to effectively train, 

support, engage and communicate with volunteers is necessary to ensure the sustainability and 

growth of volunteer-supported services. For example, every person we spoke with or interviewed in 

our evaluation of the Anglicare NSW South, NSW West and ACT program recommended a full-time 

volunteer manager as essential for disaster response and recovery.  

 

Yet for some of our Network members, despite the scale of their contribution, funding for volunteers 

is confined only to training. They do not receive funding to prepare for or maintain readiness during 

non-disaster periods. Funding that is provided can only be used for training of volunteers, not for the 

management and administration of the volunteer program. There is little recognition of the ongoing 

capacity required to manage, support and maintain volunteer capacity. The maintenance of disaster 

readiness has been self-funded by organisations, forcing some to reduce their participation in 

disaster response and recovery. Organisations reflected on the significant burden this places on 

especially small services, and those in regional areas. Anglicare Sydney estimates that in the last 20 

years, it has provided $2 million dollars of goods and services to support the disaster response and 

recovery program, unfunded by Government. The grant funding they do receive to assist in the 

recruitment and training of volunteers has had no CPI increase or adjustment in 15 years.  

 

Investment in long-term capacity is also limited. Several Network members in partnership have 

successfully secured small, one-off grants to build online platforms for training and management of 

disaster response and recovery volunteers and resources. But there is no funding available to 

upgrade and provide ongoing maintenance for these platforms, meaning they risk becoming obsolete 

or inoperable at critical moments.  

 

It is essential the Government take a longer-term approach to building the capacity of the community 

sector to respond to disasters, and to support the growth and maintenance of a skilled and engaged 

volunteer workforce.  
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We would welcome the opportunity to discuss this submission with you further, or to provide more 

information about the vital work Anglicare Australia Network members are undertaking in disaster 

response and resilience.  

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

 

Kasy Chambers 

Executive Director 

 

 
i Anglicare Australia (2020) Evaluation of Anglicare NSW South, NSW West and ACT’s Bushfire Recovery 

Program (unpublished) 
ii Ibid. 
iii Deloitte Access Economics (2016) The economic cost of the social impact of natural disasters. 
iv Bushfire and Natural Hazards Cooperative Research Centre (2020) Community Organisation Involvement in 

Disaster Management. 
v Ibid. 
vi Lin, S. (2017) Research Report on Disaster Recovery Volunteers Recruitment and Retention. 

http://australianbusinessroundtable.com.au/assets/documents/Report%20-%20Social%20costs/Report%20-%20The%20economic%20cost%20of%20the%20social%20impact%20of%20natural%20disasters.pdf
https://www.bnhcrc.com.au/sites/default/files/managed/downloads/community_organisation_involvement_final_report.pdf
https://www.bnhcrc.com.au/sites/default/files/managed/downloads/community_organisation_involvement_final_report.pdf

