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Capturing the awareness, understandings & lived experience of
‘at risk’ community members can help build preparedness to
natural disasters.
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•There were a number of
significant differences
between target group
responses across a number
of key areas
•Communication and
information, capacity to
activate informal networks
and social capital, practical
preparedness and local
knowledge were major
themes where differences
between groups are
significant.

Gender differences

•Local geography such as
proximity to water or
bushland were significant
markers of different
experiences and
preparedness whereas
location in a specific LGA was
not raised as a major theme

Differences between at risk groups

Differences between LGAs

Understanding the results

•Consistent experiences were
observed across LGAs.

•Differences in the way men
and women understood,
planned for and acted on a
natural disaster are
important results from this
research.
•Women reported a high
reliance on others to coordinate the practical
planning and preventative
work in preparation for
bushfires and floods in
particular. This result was
consistent across age and
target groups.
•It is important to note that
these are qualitative findings
and indicate only a trend in
the focus groups data but is
one that warrants further
investigation.

Key Messages : Risk Perception
Risk
Perception

Direct experience with a previous natural disaster meant
participants were more likely to be realistic in
perceiving risk.
Many participants expressed a heightened sense of risk
for natural disasters they were less likely to be
impacted by (ie. Tsunamis)
Overwhelmingly, participants across all groups had low
or no risk perception in relation to heatwaves. They had
almost universally not considered any risks in relation
to medication in extreme heat.

Results

There was a consistent idea of resignation in the face
of natural disasters.

A combination of unrealistic risk perceptions and a
determination to engage in high risk responses made
participants aged 75 years and over, highly vulnerable.
Most expressed reliance on factors outside their own
experience to tell them when they were at risk.

Key Messages : Risk Perception

Risk
Perception

Facilitator:
But what about if there was a bushfire
outside? Have you made plans for what
you might do?
Key Messages : Risk Perception
Female:
Wouldn't be much to get on fire. I could
Male:
get out…
I’d have hoses out and keep the roof
watered down and the gutters
Facilitator:

Results

So your house is not particularly
Facilitator:
exposed to bushfire?
So you’d be outside you think, in that
situation?
Female:
No, there's only bush across the road.
Male:
Yeah, you’re no good inside if it’s
coming over the top of you.
Facilitator:
How would you know if you needed to
evacuate?

Male:
Evacuate ?

Results

Risk
Perception

CASE STUDY: Disability and low income
Martin lives on his own in a rental property
with poor insulation. In summer the house
gets very hot. Martin is susceptible to
periods of extreme heat due to his body weight
and the effects of his medication. Martin has
passed out from the effects of heat in the
past. While Martin is at high risk he doesn’t
perceive a heatwave to be a risk. He says that
the air conditioner is too expensive to run.
“It doesn’t worry me so much. I’m one of those
people that can sit in a boiling hot heat and
it don’t bother you.”

Key Messages : Planning Preparedness
Preparedness

Some participants could articulate well-formed, and
systematic plans for their own safety in the event of a
disaster : often those aged 65-75 or those with
children.
However many participants articulated poorly thought
through and sometimes chaotic plans many of which would
place them in significant danger.
For many planning was dependent on advice from emergency
services during the crisis.

Results

Women and older women in particular were more likely to
report planning to leave earlier in the case of a
bushfire.

A major issue arising was the risk socially isolated, or
incapacitated people face in planning for disaster.
People with a disability were more likely to rely on
someone not living with them, this meant that even if
plans were in place, they might not be feasible.

Key Messages : Planning Preparedness

Preparedness

Facilitator:
So do you have a point at which you’ve
decided that’s when we pack the car?
Female:
I’ve packed it a few times.
Facilitator:
So what’s the trigger that you think now
the time has come?

Results

Female:
I can see flames coming. I kind of see
the smoke, its flames.
Key Messages : Planning Preparedness
Facilitator:
So you wait till you can see flames to
“ I personally think if the bushfire
actually pack the car?
comes, run from the bush, on the street.
It seems to be simple to me”
Female:
Yeah.

Results

Preparedness

CASE STUDY: Disability and low income
Justin has cerebral palsy. He uses a wheelchair and has limited
mobility. Justin lives alone in a Housing NSW complex. Justin’s
neighbours also have disabilities or are older people, his immediate
neighbour is in his 80s. Justin sometimes has a support worker who
assists him in his home and in the community however there are large
periods of time that he is own his own, including evenings. While
Justin’s housing complex is in a bushfire prone area he is
physically unable to prepare his property, the gutters are so full
of leaves they have plants growing in them. Justin has no plan in
place to respond to a disaster and has not discussed this with his
carer network. In the case of a bushfire it would be impossible for
Justin to evacuate quickly without help, his immediate neighbours
would also be struggling due to their disabilities and age. Justin
identified his communication as a major problem in case of a
disaster; his speech is affected by his disability. Justin is keen
to put plans in place for a disaster.

Key Messages : Practical Preparedness
Preparedness

Most participants had done some thinking about issues
such as having hoses close at hand, having their most
important documents within easy reach, cooking with
alternative sources of power etc.

Results

Of concern however were people living on low incomes who
reported a lack of resources for key planning
activities. These included challenges to undertaking
preventative maintenance, low levels of insurance and
significant concerns about food in the case of an
emergency.
Across all groups, clear and useful knowledge about
evacuation routes and evacuation centres was largely
absent.
Those with only limited knowledge of the local area,
including CALD community members, reported very low
levels of practical preparedness for evacuation.

Key Messages : Practical Preparedness
Key Messages : Practical Preparedness

Preparedness

Facilitator:
Female 1:
So that gets me onto what kinds of plans
Also the high risk around bushfires –
you might have made? Have you made plans
you drive down there, the gutters and
for what you might do in a natural
the roofs are covered in leaf litter.
disaster?

Female 1:
No
Female 2:
No

Results

Female 1:
I just hope.
Female 2:
We just hope.

Female 2:
Leaves
Female 1:
I don’t know of any maintenance program
that Housing have around …
Facilitator:
So a lot of these are government housing
Female 1:
Yes
Facilitator:
… and the families aren’t able, or don’t
maintain it?
Female
That’s
have a
ladder
stuff.

1:
right, well it’s often, do you
ladder ? Do you have a safe
to get up on a roof, that sort of

Key Messages :
Capacity to Respond & Recover
Capacity to
Respond and
Recover

Key factors identified in regard to capacity to respond
and recover from a natural disaster were relationships
and informal support systems (social capital), past
experiences, access to material resources, and
communication.
Those most unable to respond were those who were
isolated, experience communication difficulties, and
those on low incomes already coping with a high level of
crisis.

Results

People expressed concern about their capacity to cope
emotionally as well as practically in the face of a
natural disaster.

Housing and food scarcity and security were major
concerns for people on a low income, and for families.
People who reported better capacity to respond and
recover were those who had natural, and developed
support networks around them.

Key Messages :
Capacity to Respond & Recover
Capacity to
Respond &
Recover

… “ I’ve only got a bar fridge at the
moment and plus I’ve got a low income so
I don’t usually stock up a lot”
Key Messages : Practical Preparedness
Facilitator:
Okay so, in terms of a fire, you’re
saying that if that happened you’d
pretty much be homeless?
Female:
Yeah pretty much.

Results

Facilitator:
Okay, so have you made plans for what
you would do in a fire or …
Female :
No

“At Risk”
population group
Planning &
Preparedness

“Planning”
Preparedness

“Practical”
Preparedness

Respond &
Recover

Family with child <5yo
People with a low
income

Capacity to
Respond &
Recover

People aged 75yo +

Results

People with a disability
CALD communities
People aged 65-74yo
Table 1: Summary of at risk groups' planning, preparation & response capacity

How ‘at risk’ groups receive information about Natural Disasters
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Key Messages :
Information and Communication

Results

Information &
Communication

Facilitator:
So who doesn’t have a mobile phone?
Female 1:
I’ve got one but it’s very rarely on
Key Messages :
Female 2:
Information and Communication
She doesn’t turn it on.
Female 1:
Female 3:
Probably SMS, because you know you are
They were up in Mount always
Tomah and
itwith
all your children, so you
busy
came on the mobile. They
had
to
could always miss it.
evacuate, they come to our place. They
were keeping them in contact
all the
Female 2:
time on their mobile. Sometimes I ignore my phone. If it’s
ringing and I don’t know who the number
Male:
is…
See that pre-supposes you leave your
mobile on – ours are almost
never :
on.
Facilitator
Female:
But an sums you can read it and go, OK I
It’s an emergency thing.
Weto
don’t
use it
need
evacuate?
very often.

Results

Information &
Communication

CASE STUDY: CALD Community Member
Anna has recently moved to Australia, English is not her first
language. She is married and has young children. In the recent fires
throughout the coast Anna was confused and scared. She didn’t know
where to look for information about what to do. The place names
being reported in the media were also confusing to her as they sound
similar to somebody who is new to the area (Wyoming, Wyong, Wyee,
Woy Woy), she also didn’t know the geography of the area well enough
to understand if the fire was near her or not. “But for me it was
very confusing, I don’t know how far, how many kilometers and I was
looking, are the neighbours leaving? I just didn’t know what to do
because the husband was on an overseas trip, I was at home alone
with two children, I’m new to the area, I have no idea what’s
happening.”

Recommendations

1

• Community Engagement and
Practical Preparation
Key Messages
Develop specific strategies to support at risk groups in
disaster preparation, response and recovery in addition
to mainstream strategies.
Develop and support loose local support networks
designed to include those most ‘at risk’
Improve coordination between human service providers and
emergency services regarding ‘at risk’ groups.
Develop and disseminate localised evacuation plans in
neighbourhoods including clear signage
Work with GPs in relation to medication advice and
warnings AND the effects of medication on the ability to
cope with extreme temperatures

Recommendations

2

• Information and
Communication
Key Messages
Community education programs should encourage people to
have back up communication in the event of no
electricity
Engage CALD community leaders to develop more effective
communication strategies for those with limited English
Develop & distribute clear accurate information about
how and when evacuation messages will be delivered
Communication and warning strategies must reflect the
multiple channels through which different ‘at risk’
groups source information
Make available 1page fact sheet that covers all disaster
types and add to this information about communicating
disaster plans to neighbours

Recommendations

2

• Future Planning and
Research
Key Messages
This research provides a snapshot of preparedness and
response amongst a number of at risk groups in our local
community.
Similar research is needed on groups not included in the
current study ; particularly those who are homeless,
living in transient accommodation, women and children at
risk of domestic violence and local Aboriginal
communities.
Further research focused on the role of informal
networks, social capital and neighbourhood preparedness.
Further investigation on effective coordination
processes and mechanisms for human service providers to
reduce the impact of natural disasters on ‘at risk’
communities.
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