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“Round here you just have to expect drought. I guess, with drought, it’s more the case

of not if we’ll get one but… when we’ll get one… and for how long?” 
 

‘Lisa and Peter’*, Graziers, near Longreach 

*Not their real names
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Community leaders/volunteers and existing
and new service providers and partners
(inclusive of Australian Red Cross staff and
volunteers) have enhanced capability and
capacity to address the psychosocial needs of
drought-impacted communities 
Drought-impacted families and communities
are supported by a range of needs-driven
services to better manage psychosocial impacts 
Improved policy and practice to reduce the
psychosocial impacts of a changing climate

The Red Cross Drought Resilience program was first
envisaged in 2018 after the Red Cross ‘Help Aussie
Farmer’s Drought Appeal’ drew attention to the
deep, ongoing impacts of drought across Australia.
At the time, farmers and the communities who
depend on them were enduring a prolonged,
intense, year-on-year drought – one that some
have called ‘the worst drought in living memory'.
Through this program, we have worked closely with
communities, supporting them to manage aspects
of wellbeing that come before, during and after dry
times. 

The program has worked across four states to
address the psychosocial impacts of drought,
support Australian communities through the
current drought, and build resilience to future
droughts and other slow-onset disasters by striving
for three goals: 

As part of the third goal, the Red Cross team in
Queensland has worked to bring drought and its
impacts to the forefront of thinking in the State,
through the development of this discussion paper.
To that end, the Red Cross team travelled
thousands of kilometres, held dozens of interviews
and informal discussions with people in multiple
local government areas across the State. They met
with a wide variety of people including mayors,
miners, farmers, shop and restaurant owners,

nurses, doctors, First Nations leaders, council staff,
financial counsellors, government experts and
other key community leaders. All of these
individuals contributed valuable and diverse views
and we thank them for their generosity.
 
It is our hope that this discussion paper will educate
readers further on drought and its impacts in
Queensland, amplify the voices of community
members, and contribute to the development of
practical policies and models of community-led
drought resilience, relief and recovery for
Queensland. 

Andrew Coghlan
Head of Emergency Services
Australian Red Cross 

Foreword
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The ‘drought space’ in Queensland is crowded – and could get more crowded in the future.

Australian Red Cross has a unique ‘auxiliary’ role with government in dealing with disasters,
and wishes to build on their experience to contribute to discussion and reform about
drought – hence this Discussion Paper.

As well as a Rapid Review of available documents and resources, we conducted a number
of field trips to 10 local government areas (LGAs) in Queensland. We spoke to 103 people
through semi-structured interviews… and chatted to many more.

Drought has a variety of different types of impacts – hydrological, agricultural, economic…
as well as environmental, social, cultural, wellbeing and ‘psychosocial’. These all need to be
taken into account when preparing, planning, responding and recovering from drought.

It is these ‘external’ factors, combined with the ‘personal’ capacities, culture and social
support of the person or community that affects their ability to deal with the impact of
drought and determines their ‘wellbeing’.

By and large, the current drought response, relief and recovery programs in Queensland are
“working okay” but could be improved to include more community planning,
‘preparedness’ and capacity-building for ‘resilience’.

Most local people are not so interested in ‘definitional distinctions’ between drought and
‘disasters’ or ‘policy debates’, but they are interested in seeing some reform. People are
interested to see the outcomes of recent reviews (e.g. Queensland Drought Program) and
the progress of recent developments (e.g. the establishment of the National Resilience,
Relief and Recovery Agency).

There is a widespread recognition of the need for more practical community-based
planning for drought Resilience, Relief and Recovery (‘RRR’) planning.

We offer a proposed outline – designed for Queensland – of a community-led model of
Drought (and other Adverse Events) ‘RRR’ planning.

KEY POINTS



Contents
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" I n  t e r m s  o f  i n t e n s i t y  a n d
s e v e r i t y ,  f o r  s o u t h e r n  Q L D  a n d
n o r t h e r n  N S W ,  t h i s  i s  t h e  m o s t
s e v e r e  i n  r e c o r d e d  h i s t o r y " .

Prof. Roger Stone, USQ

The State of Queensland is no stranger to
drought. There are ancient First Nations
peoples stories that talk about the dry times
and what happens to people, animals and
country. Early colonial accounts record the
devastating effects of repeated droughts in
Queensland through the 1800s and it was the
most badly affected Australian state during
the so-called 'Federation Drought’, that saw
no significant rain between 1895 and 1902.
However, many people in Queensland are
calling this current drought “the worst”... and
the experts agree.

Professor Roger Stone is the Vice-President of
the United Nations' World Meteorological
Organisation and also Director of the Centre
for Applied Climate Sciences at the University
of Southern Queensland. He says the current
drought is “far worse”.

Introduction – The Crowded
'Drought Space' in Queensland

The BOM keeps a close eye on rainfall
patterns and provides information about
rainfall deficiencies and water resources, but
it is the Queensland State Government
through its Local Drought Committees (LDCs)
and the Department of Agriculture and Fish-
eries (DAF) that officially ‘declares’ droughts in
Queensland.  
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Source: The Long Paddock | www.longpaddock.qld.au

There is no universally-accepted definition of
drought. The Australian Bureau of Meteoro-
logy (BOM) suggests that “Drought is a
prolonged, abnormally dry period when the
amount of available water is insufficient to
meet normal use” and “Put simply, drought
occurs when there’s not enough rain".[1]



These can include: floods, cyclones, bushfires,
heatwaves, hailstorms, earthquakes, floods,
landslides, meteorite strikes, storms, storm
surges, tornadoes, tsunamis and, most
recently, the COVID-19 pandemic.

The government responses to ‘Disaster
Events’, along with the complementary
‘Disaster Recovery’ assistance packages are
managed through a complex suite of
agreements and programs shared between
the Australian Government and the states and
territories. 

Emergency Management Australia (EMA)
coordinates the Australian Government’s
physical and financial support for disasters
and emergencies. Funding support is supplied
through the Australian Government Disaster
Recovery Funding Arrangements (DRFA). 

However, in 1989, the Australian Government
removed drought from the list of ‘eligible
disasters’ covered by the national disaster
relief arrangements of the time and drought
continues to be excluded from the DRFA.
Currently, at the national level, drought
response is managed through separate prog-
rams predominantly administered through the
Department of Agriculture and the Depart-
ment of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional
Development and Communications.
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The Minister for Agriculture and Fisheries
makes area or shire drought declarations
based on the recommendations of the Local
Drought Committees (LDCs) and DAF can also
make Individually-Droughted Property (IDP)
drought declarations.

Once the drought has been officially ‘declared’
then both the Commonwealth and State
governments begin to implement ‘Drought
Preparedness, Response and Recovery’ pro-
grams targeting people and properties in the
drought-declared areas.  Since the 1930s, both
tiers of government have developed and
operated a wide range of ‘Drought Response’
programs across drought-declared areas as
well as designating them as eligible for other,
more generic programs. These programs are
managed and overseen by a variety of
government agencies and through a series of
complex inter-governmental agreements – the
overarching being the National Drought
Agreement 2018 (NDA) which makes it the
shared responsibility of all parties for "…
developing, designing, implementing and
funding drought preparedness, response and
recovery programs that are consistent with
the NDA".[2]

Many of these programs were originally
focussed only on relief for ‘farmers’ (and with
an early emphasis on graziers) but in recent
years have been expanded slightly to include
programs that are aimed at supporting
drought-affected rural businesses and rural
communities as well as an increasing focus on
improving general community mental health
and ‘wellbeing’ in rural areas. 

Nationally, the value of all the Commonwealth
programs alone is so far claimed to be worth
more than $8 billion[3] since the turn of the
century. In Queensland alone, the 2019
Independent Panel Drought Program Review
(Queensland)[4] estimated that “…Including
broader assistance measures, more than $670
million has been spent by successive Queens-
land Governments on drought relief over
more than five years”.  

Whilst, as a nation, Australia’s climate and
rainfall is often described as “extremely
variable”, the State of Queensland has also
earned itself the inglorious title of “The Most
Disaster-Prone State”. Hence, many of the
communities in Queensland’s drought-declar-
ed areas also often have to deal with (and
sometimes concurrently) a range of other ‘dis-
asters’ and ‘natural hazards’.
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Recent state and Commonwealth reviews
have recommended a number of changes to
encourage more consistency in management
approach. However, the three-tiered govern-
ment management of all sorts of natural
challenges – whether they be 'hazards’, ‘dis-
asters’, ‘events’ or ‘emergencies’ – is still com-
plex and sometimes confusing.

The recent drought has also seen an increase
in the number of charities and charitable
programs targeting drought-affected farmers
and rural communities. By the end of 2018, it
was estimated that over $50 million in
‘drought’ donations had been collected by just
some of the largest registered charities –
including the Red Cross. On top of this, the
popularity of social media has led to a growing
number of personal donations to smaller,
‘crowdfunded’ drought appeals launched on
platforms such as Facebook. Also, many
existing ‘humanitarian’ organisations (some
faith-based) have recently decided to focus
some of their efforts and allocate resources
from their generic programs specifically
towards programs with drought-affected
communities.

There is no doubt at all, that both the donors
and organisers of these charities are well-
meaning and compassionate. However, over
the course of this latest drought there have
been various stories of lack of coordination –
between charities, local communities and all
three tiers of government – leading to
ineffective, wasted, (and sometimes inappro-
priate) donations.

These issues were raised by the previous
Coordinator-General for Drought, Major-
General Stephen Day.[5]  He suggested a role
for government in facilitating “…charity
coordination efforts” and that “…charity and
not-for-profit service coordination should be
included in drought plans developed by local
communities”.[6]

In Queensland, it is evident that the so-called
‘Drought Space’ has indeed become crowded
and comments from many sources suggest
that there is a clear need (and opportunity) for
better coordination between all stakeholders.

State and territory governments manage
disaster and emergency responses in their
own jurisdictions. In Queensland, disaster
response is governed by the Queensland
Disaster Management Arrangements (QDMA)
and the Disaster Management Act 2003. Dis-
aster recovery and DRFA reconstruction prog-
rams are managed by Queensland Recon-
struction Authority (QRA). The Queensland
Department of Communities, Disability
Services and Seniors has responsibility for a
smaller, state-funded relief program of State
Disaster Relief Arrangements (SDRA). 

Hence, at a state level in Queensland,
‘Disaster’ programs are predominantly over-
seen by the QRA, whilst ‘Emergency’ response
is led by the Queensland Fire and Emergency
Services (QFES)… and specific ‘Drought’ prog-
rams are managed by the Department of Agri-
culture and Fisheries (DAF).



D r o u g h t  a n d  d r o u g h t  i m p a c t s
a r e  r e a l l y  t w o  s i d e s  o f  t h e  s a m e
c o i n .  W e  c a n n o t  f u l l y
u n d e r s t a n d  d r o u g h t  w i t h o u t  a l s o
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  i t s  i m p a c t s ,
w h i c h  c a n  a f f e c t  a l l  p a r t s  o f  o u r
e n v i r o n m e n t  a n d  o u r
c o m m u n i t i e s .

US National Centers for Environmental Information, 2021

 The Human (and other)
Impacts on Drought

Just as there is no universally accepted
definition of drought, it is also evident that
there are many different ways to describe and
measure the costs and community impacts of
drought.

The BOM describes four typographies of
drought: 'Meteorological drought' (lack of
rain), ‘Hydrological drought’ (low levels in
rivers and dams), ‘Agricultural drought’ (red-
uced agricultural productivity), and ‘Socio-
economic drought’ (the effects throughout the
wider community). There are obviously agri-
cultural and economic impacts, but droughts
also impact the natural ecosystems and the
human populations in many ways. As well as
the ‘Economic’ impacts of drought it is impor-
tant to clearly understand the ‘Natural’ and
‘Human’ impacts of drought.

When it comes to measuring the economic
impacts of drought, different organisations
use a variety of methods to calculate the
economic impacts of drought – but there is no
doubt it is costly for us all. Not only is there
the loss of income and costs borne by water-
dependent primary producers, but also there
are the ‘flow-on’ economic effects to other
rural businesses, banks and then also on to
the wider business sector and the community
at large… and then there’s the cost of   
 ‘Drought Relief’.
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Drought, and especially prolonged drought,
can cause extensive damage to natural
environment and ecosystems in many ways.
Plants and animals (both native and intro-
duced) depend on water for their survival.
Whilst many Australian native species have
adapted and developed survival strategies,
when a drought occurs – especially a pro-
longed drought – water and food supplies can
be so threatened that the habitat is destroyed.
Sometimes the damage is temporary, and the
habitat, food and water supplies return to
normal when the drought is over. But in some
cases the damage to the environment is
permanent. For instance, in the Murray-
Darling Basin, the ‘Millenium Drought’ was
associated with a noticeable decline in water
bird, fish and aquatic plant populations[7] and
also the death of iconic species of trees, such
as the river red gum, over extensive areas.[8] 
 
Drought can have a vast array of impacts on
natural species: e.g. loss and/or destruction of
fish and wildlife habitat; lack of food and
drinking water for wild animals; increase in
diseases; altered migration patterns; reduced
populations (and even extinction) of flora and
fauna. Also, there is often degradation of
natural landscapes and damage to country:
e.g. wind and water erosion of topsoils; in-

T h e  C o m m o n w e a l t h  B a n k
e s t i m a t e s  t h a t  t h e  c u r r e n t
d r o u g h t  c o u l d  c u t  t h e  G D P  b y
b e t w e e n  0 . 5  p e r  c e n t  a n d  0 . 7 5
p e r  c e n t ,  o r  b e t w e e n  $ 9 . 5
b i l l i o n  a n d  $ 1 4  b i l l i o n .  M u c h  o f
t h a t  w i l l  b e  b o r n e  b y  r u r a l
c o m m u n i t i e s .

Sydney Morning Herald, Nov 3, 2019

" A s  a  c o n s e q u e n c e  o f  c l i m a t e
c h a n g e ,  d r o u g h t  i s  l i k e l y  t o  b e
m o r e  r e g u l a r ,  l o n g e r  i n  d u r a t i o n
a n d  b r o a d e r  i n  a r e a " .

(former) Drought Coordinator-General, Stephen Day

It is not possible to accurately determine just
how much the ‘Drought Relief’ – funds that
are spent on specific ‘drought-related’ or
more generic support programs – actually
costs as a portion of government expenditure.
However, with the hindsight of experience
from previous droughts, Australia’s leading
financial forecasters estimate that this latest
drought will have been not only one of the
most severe, but also one of the most costly
to the national economy.

It may seem obvious, but water is essential for
our natural ecosystems and all the life forms
on our planet. Human habitation around
Australia has always been determined by (and
dependent on) access to water.

Whilst many may say that there are parts of
Australia that have always endured long
periods without rain, a recent report by the
Drought Coordinator-General’s office says the
evidence indicates that the length and severity  
of droughts is getting longer and more severe,
and the drought-affected regions are getting
larger in area.
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creased siltation in rivers and loss of wet-
lands; reduction or disappearance of water
sources; increased damage from bushfires;
and a decrease in soil quality.

All of these ‘naturally-occurring’ impacts can
be exacerbated by the presence of humans
and their introduced plant and animal species,
as well as the effects of their habitation,
agricultural and farming practices. Where
there is also poor management of country and
natural resources, overstocking on grazing
land, overuse of natural water sources… all
these have a disastrous and well-known
‘amplifying’ effect on the already-existing nat-
ural impacts of drought.
 
As a humanitarian organisation, the Red Cross
has a primary focus on the impacts of drought
on people. However, the measurement of the
‘human’ costs and impacts of drought is also
complex and difficult. There is no definitive
classification of the human impacts of droug-
ht, and as with other areas of impact there are
still complications of definition and meaning.
Researchers have drawn from a wide range of
taxonomy, including categories such as: ‘well-
being’, ‘health’, ‘livelihood’, ‘amenity’, ‘social
capital’, ‘culture’, ‘resilience’ and ‘attitude’.

In Queensland, whilst stoicism, and silent,
gritty determination are enduring character
traits that folks “out West” are sometimes
proud of, there is lots of evidence that they
are doing it tougher out there due to the
drought. 

The most recent report from The Australian
Institute of Rural Health[9] has already docu-
mented that “…on average, Australians living
in rural and remote areas have shorter lives,
higher levels of disease and injury and poorer
access to and use of health services, com-
pared with people living in metropolitan
areas”. They do however, carefully point out
that these poorer health outcomes in rural
and remote areas may be due to multiple
factors such as: “…lifestyle differences and a
level of disadvantage related to education and
employment opportunities, as well as access
to health services”.

So even before considering the impacts of the
drought, it seems the health of our rural
communities is more precarious. Surprisingly,
many rural folk also don’t get enough
exercise. Apparently, they also tend to eat
more vegies but less fruit than their city
cousins, and they are more likely to smoke
more, drink more alcohol and sugary soft
drinks, and have higher blood pressure. There
is varied evidence of other social/health
problems such as alcohol and drug abuse,
domestic violence, and stress-related illness.
All of this is compounded by the issues of
remoteness and poorer access to health
services. 
 
It is generally reported, particularly by the
media, that the drought has caused an
increase in rural suicides. The evidence to
support these claims is still not clear. Re-
searchers from Deakin University recently
published a paper[10] looking specifically at
farm-related suicide deaths in Australia.  They
concluded: “Rural Australians are more likely
to suffer from a range of chronic health
conditions and are at greater risk of accidental
death… including an elevated suicide rate…
than those in metropolitan settings”. Whilst
the research can’t demonstrate evidence that
drought is the reason for increased suicide
levels, it is undoubted that the health and
wellbeing of rural people is certainly more “at
risk” during drought periods. 

“ Y o u  c a n  s e e  i t  i n  p e o p l e ’ s  f a c e s
–  w h e n  t h e  c o u n t r y  i s  s t r e s s e d
t h e y  a r e  s t r e s s e d …  a n d  w h e n  t h e
c o u n t r y  g e t s  r e a l  c r o o k …  s o  d o
t h e y ” .

Farmer, near Charleville

Droughts have been called “an enduring
feature of the Australian landscape”, and
iconic images of parched and drought-ravaged
country, along with the sturdy beasts and stoic
people that live on it, are broadcast around
the world and etched deeply into the Aus-
tralian cultural psyche.
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“ T h e  t e r m  ‘ p s y c h o s o c i a l ’  r e f e r s
t o  t h e  d y n a m i c  r e l a t i o n s h i p
b e t w e e n  t h e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  a n d
s o c i a l  d i m e n s i o n  o f  a  p e r s o n ,
w h e r e  e a c h  o n e  i n f l u e n c e s  t h e
o t h e r ”  a n d  “ … r e f l e c t s  s o m e t h i n g
a l l  p e o p l e  s h a r e ” .

Australian Red Cross: Psychosocial Framework

These health issues are added to a wide range
of other ‘human’ and ‘social’ issues faced by
rural individuals and communities. Along with
the ‘normal’ social problems such as crime,
and local disputes, Australia’s rural communi-
ties – particularly farming communities – are
also shrinking. The trends towards larger
commercial agricultural enterprises (and the
demise of family-run farms), increased ope-
rating risks (both market and ‘natural’ risks),
as well as the uptake of agricultural
technology, has both reduced the required
workforces in the sector and made the
viability of small-scale farming less attractive.
 
Rural communities must tackle the ‘typical’
problems, such as an ageing rural population –
with many young people leaving to seek
alternative lifestyles, education, work and
amenity in the coastal regions and larger
cities. Those rural areas with more diverse
employment opportunities tend to attract
(and retain) larger and more diverse
populations but the figures clearly show an
average population decline in rural areas. All
of these factors, as one observer commented
“…really tear at the social fabric of rural
communities”.
 
It is important to point out that the ‘human’
impacts of drought are often interdependent
on, and interrelated to, the economic and
natural impacts of drought. For example,
Australian Red Cross has a particular focus on
the ‘psychosocial wellbeing’ of individuals and
communities.

In the diagram, you can clearly see how the
individual and/or community attributes of
‘Human Capacity’, ‘Culture & Values’ and
‘Social Ecology’ interact with the resources
(Economic, Environmental, Physical) from the
surrounding context. It is this combination of
factors that determines ‘psychosocial well-
being’ in individuals, as well as groups and
communities. By way of explanation:

Human Capacity... 
refers to a person or group’s physical and
mental health; their individual’s knowledge,
capacity and skills, and their experience of
‘resilience’.

Social Ecology... 
refers to social connections and support
available, including relationships, social net-
works, and support systems for the individual
and the community.

Culture and Values... 
refers to cultural norms, behaviours and val-
ues that typical for individuals or comm-
unities. These are linked strongly to the value
systems in each community, which also deter-
mine individual and community expectations
about ‘how to behave’.

This best illustrated by the following diagram:

Red Cross: Psychosocial wellbeing-conceptual framework[11]
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In recent years, there has been a growing
recognition that the impacts of drought are
not neatly divided between economic, envi-
ronmental and physical impacts. The reality is
a much more complex interrelationship be-
tween external factors and the capacity (or
‘resilience’) of individuals, families, and
communities to deal with them. Drought im-
pacts people in different places in different
ways. Therefore effective drought responses
must balance between the principles of equity
and fair entitlement to drought relief, and the
understanding that needs and priorities differ
from community to community and region to
region… and sometimes from farm to farm.
 
This recognition of the diversity and complex-
ity of drought impacts (even across Queens-
land) has been a theme in both government
reports and a factor in decisions regarding the
allocation of government resources and fun-
ding towards tackling drought impacts. Rural
health and ‘wellbeing' issues – particularly
mental health – have received much more
attention and resources in the last decade. A
relatively small but increasing number of
programs have recognised the importance of
communities identifying and prioritising the
impacts of drought that are most significant
for them and also funding events that build
social cohesion (social ecology) as well as indi-
vidual and community ‘resilience’ to drought.
 
Whilst these new programs and resources are
welcomed, especially the emphasis on pro-
active planning and resilience, it has also
increased the number of government, non-
government and charitable organisations wor-
king in the 'Drought Space'.
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Red Cross Queensland and
Drought – The Origins of this
Project
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Ever since its foundation in 1919, the Inter-
national Federation of Red Cross and Red
Crescent Societies (more commonly referred
to as the Red Cross) has often played a key
role in responding to disasters around the
world. The Australian Red Cross, as part of the
global International Red Cross and Red Cre-
scent Movement, has a unique, legal mandate
to support public (government) authorities in
an ‘auxiliary role’. The role is empowered
through law and the Australian Red Cross is
recognised through a Royal Charter. This re-
lationship, as an independent but ‘auxiliary’
partner to all levels of government in Austra-
lia, underpins much of Australian Red Cross’s
key role in “…preparing for, responding to and
recovering from natural disasters”.[12]
 
As a humanitarian organisation, the Red Cross
mandate during disasters and emergencies is
to care for and support the wellbeing of those
affected. In Australia this kind of disaster relief 

role has been evident since 1955, when the
worst floods on record devastated NSW and
Red Cross responded. These days, in particu-
lar, the Red Cross emergency services pro-
gram aims to support individuals and comm-
unities to cope with and manage the ‘psycho-
social’ impacts of emergencies.

In recent years, Australian Red Cross has
become a familiar and often welcomed parti-
cipant in disaster response. Both nationally
and through its state branches, Red Cross
delivers a range of services to both the people
in need and also other support agencies
(through ‘Supporting the Supporters’). Red
Cross services and support have included:
raising money through fundraising campaigns;
providing local and high-level strategic advice
on various topics; providing personal support
and relief to people and communities im-
pacted by disasters; distributing supplies; and
also providing training, coaching and First Aid
(including ‘Psychological First Aid’). In Austra-
lia, since 2016, all of their work before, during
and after disasters has been guided by the
Red Cross Psychosocial Framework,[13] and
this has seen their activities organised around
on ‘preparedness’, ‘response’, and ‘recovery’.

The Red Cross’s experience with these types
of ‘rapid-onset’ disasters – e.g. flood, cyclo-
nes, earthquakes, severe storms etc. – has
given them a wealth of invaluable field know-
ledge and experience, and so, in recent years,
the organisation has sought to find ways to
utilise this valuable resource through other
channels. To this end there has been an in-
creased participation by Red Cross in high-
level policy discussions and also the produc-
tion of various discussion papers. Until recent-
ly however, their efforts were not focussed on
the issues of drought in Australia.



Training for communities, organisations
and service providers on; Psychological
First Aid, Supporting the Supporters,
Communicating in Communities Under
Stress, Resilient Leaders, and Farm First
Aid.

Guidance for communities, organisations
and service providers through a specialist
support network and a mentor program.

Resources and publications such as;
webinars, podcasts, and a wellbeing
planning tool, community messaging and
publications.

Community support through psychosocial
support and outreach services.

With the support of the Chair of the Reference
Group (Collin Sivalingum – State Manager,
Emergency Services) the Red Cross Queens-
land State Drought Coordinator, Dave Brown,
set about conducting a brief Queensland
needs assessment[15] in December 2019. He
spoke to a range of non-government org-
anisations and a number of state government

In 2018, Australian Red Cross noted the
groundswell of public support during their Red
‘Help Aussie Farmers’ Drought Appeal and
realised the need for a longer-term program
to achieve strategic outcomes. So with the
assistance of corporate sponsorship, the Aus-
tralian Red Cross Drought Resilience Program
was born in 2019. Importantly, in the same
year (2019), the International Federation of
the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies
released their report: ‘The Cost of Doing
Nothing – The Humanitarian Price of Climate
Change and how it can be avoided’.

The priorities and recommendations adopted
worldwide from that report created both an
urgency and  opportunity for Red Cross to
work more closely with all levels of go-
vernment, non-government organisations and
other stakeholders to apply a neutral, humani-
tarian and community ‘lens’ to drought, and
work towards embedding these perspectives
more broadly in policy and practice.

The Australian Red Cross Drought Resilience
Program[14] is currently offered in four states
and it offers:

agencies. From their collective input it was
evident that the “lack of collaboration and
coordination of services” was a significant
issue that was recognised by all. With this in
mind he established the Queensland Drought
Management Framework Reference Group.

In early meetings, the Reference Group
members[16] confirmed the importance of
planning, collaboration and coordination for
drought – particularly at a local community
and regional level. It was noted that, to date,
there is not a clear management framework
that assists Queensland communities with
drought planning, response and recovery. For
other ‘rapid onset’ disasters, the Queensland
Disaster Management Arrangements (QDMA)
were commended as a good model that
offered a ‘systematic approach’, and some
Queensland organisations had been advoca-
ting for the ‘integration’ of drought into the
QDMA.

The Reference Group felt that further work
was needed to explore the key elements and
ideas for a workable Local Drought Manage-
ment Framework in Queensland. The research
and development of this Discussion Paper was
thought of as a good place to start.

Australian Red Cross: Drought 
Resilience Program
January 2021

redcross.org.au
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Early meetings of the Red Cross Queensland
Drought Management  Framework Reference
Group agreed that the focus of our research
would be to capture the voice and per-
spectives of the community and stakeholders.
We noted that it had been reported by many
‘providers’ (including members of the Ref-
erence Group) that “lack of coordination and
collaboration” was a problem. However, we
were keen to find out if that was also the
experience of people and communities living
and working in the drought-affected areas?
 
It was decided to utilise three integrated ap-
proaches: (1) a Rapid Review of key docu-
ments and reports; (2) Field Trips to selected
locations; and (3) Clarification meetings with
key agencies.
 
We chose a qualitative and narrative research
approach. We wanted to listen to the stories
and comments from local people in their own
words and then see how they ‘matched up’
with statements and directions from key agen-
cies. Like much of Red Cross’s work, this ap-
proach emphasised the human elements…
people talking to people… and watching and
listening. This is (and always was) a project to
develop a discussion paper – a project meant
to promote discussion.

The Rapid Review of key documents and re-
ports confirmed that this issue of “[lack of]
coordination and collaboration” was frequent-
ly mentioned. So too, was the absence of a
practical and effective model of community
drought planning. We found few examples
with any clear guidance for initiatives to
improve local drought planning and ‘resil-
ience’. Depending on the perspectives of the
authors, there were also a range of other
issues and questions highlighted by the Rapid
Review that we incorporated into our field
research questions.

Moreton Bay Regional Council
Southern Downs Regional Council
(Warwick and Stanthorpe)
Murweh Shire Council (Charleville)
Longreach Regional Council
Mount Isa City Council
McKinlay Shire Council (Julia Creek)
Quilpie Shire Council
Woorabinda Aboriginal  Shire Council 
Central Highlands Regional Council
(Emerald)
Toowoomba Regional Council

The Project Reference Group selected 10
Local Government Areas:

Mount Isa was included in order to gain a
perspective from a ‘dry but not drought-
declared’ area, and Moreton Bay was included
to give the important perspective for an
‘urban yet still drought-declared’ area. In each
field trip location we watched and listened
and chatted as much as possible. 

Methodology – 
Our Journey
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10 LGAs
Moreton Bay
Southern Downs
Toowoomba
Longreach
Quilpie
Mt Isa
McKinlay
Charleville
Central Highlands
Woorabinda

103 Semi-Structured Interviews and Informal Discussions
Source: The Long Paddock
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It was important to us to do our best not to
‘impose’ – we had been correctly warned that
many people were ‘drought fatigued’ and
simply exhausted from not only dealing with
the effects of the drought but also with never-
ending stream of people coming to ask them
how the drought was affecting them. There
was also a need to be mindful of the restric-
tions and sensitivities due to the Queensland
COVID-19 responses. So we did our best to
‘tread softly’. But people were typically ge-
nerous and gave us their time freely. We had
over 100 semi-structured interviews and infor-
mal discussions… as well as countless, brief
‘chats’ with business owners and local people
that we met on our travels. We met with
mayors, miners, farmers, shop- and restaurant
owners, nurses, doctors, First Nations leaders,
council staff, government workers, financial
counsellors… all sorts of people. Due to the
vast distances to be travelled, and the
remoteness of some of the people we wanted
to talk to, we sometimes still needed to
conduct phone interviews even from the field
locations. As is often the way, one discussion
typically led to a recommendation for another
(“you know, you should talk to…”). And we
drove – hundreds and hundreds of kilometres 

We conducted semi-structured interviews
with individuals and sometimes small groups,
but we also chatted to locals and simply ‘had a
look round’.

 – getting a real sense of the distances and
remoteness experienced by communities in a
state the size of Queensland. Time after time,
we shielded ourselves from the searing heat
and (like everyone else we met that day)
gazed hopefully at some small clouds in the
distance. Not once during our field trips did it
rain.

The findings that we share in the following
sections are based on our notes and records,
but hopefully they carry the voices of the
people we spoke to and weave their stories
into the fabric of this report.
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Findings –  
What we Learned
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1
The Stories and Impacts of Drought 
are Different Everywhere

and that's important

In other areas, access to bore and irrigation
water is creating divides between ‘haves’ and
‘have-nots’ in the local community. In many
parts of the Darling Downs water restrictions
have become the ’new normal’ but in other
places around the state we were dodging the
spray from sprinklers in the early mornings
and evenings.

In Queensland, drought can cause all sorts of
damage. People told us how drought can
‘aggravate’, ‘compound’ and ‘magnify’ other
problems. On agricultural properties it can
further expose pre-existing issues such as:
poor land and soil management; overstocking;
ineffective weed and pest management; poor
maintenance of machinery and infrastructure
and general problems with business and risk
management. All of these can overlay on
underlying issues of: lack of secure income;
servicing large debts; issues arising from
remoteness and isolation; lack of local services
(especially health and education).

Drought hurts the country itself, and even
traditionally dry country starts to become
damaged by prolonged drought. An Aboriginal
Elder showed us how the recent drought badly
affected the mulga they had always tra-
ditionally used to make boomerangs, causing
cracks in the normally iron-hard timber. In
some places, we drove past land now infested
with prickly acacia or opportunistic mulga, and
often inhabited by feral pigs and dogs – land
that was now broken and unmanaged because
people said the owners found it more viable
to simply sell the land rights for carbon seque-
stration or just “lock the gate and walk off”.
Some locals cursed them for “giving up” and
others praised them for making a smart busi-
ness decision.

Drought impacts in many different ways – and
those differences show up within Australia,
across Queensland, between regions, comm-
unities… and even between neighbours on
individual properties.  Drought can both unite
and divide communities and it can just as
easily earn you a comforting arm around the
shoulder as it can spark bitter debate.
 
The stories of drought varied from place to
place and it depended who you talked to. In
some places drought was all about water; in
others it was about lack of rain; in others it
was about what it had done to individuals; in
others what it was doing to the community…
and in some places they simply didn’t want to
talk about the drought anymore.

“ I  a m  s i c k  t o  d e a t h  o f  t a l k i n g
a b o u t  t h e  b l o o d y  d r o u g h t …  s o …
h o w ’ s  t h a t  C O V I D  g o i n g  o v e r
t h e r e  o n  t h e  c o a s t ? ”

A Pub ‘regular’, Quilpie

Even the Meteorological and Hydrological im-
pacts of drought can vary. In the Granite Belt,
Stanthorpe and Clifton, they are still having to
cart drinking water in by the truckloads every
day. But in Quilpie we were initially puzzled by
the ironic claim that “we have plenty of water,
but the drought is killin’ us” – Quilpie has bore
water but no rain to grow feed for livestock. 
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The people in Queensland’s drought-affected
communities are no strangers to hard work
and challenges. Such small rural communities
in Australia (usually defined as those with
populations of approximately 50,000 or less)
have already been enduring a variety of major
existing (and well-documented) challenges:
limited access to services; changing climates
and rainfall patterns; shifts in markets and
commodity prices; major changes in the
practices and skills required for ‘modern’ and
sustainable farming practices; the demise of 

When drought bites hard into the country it
can kill even the native grasses, strip off the
topsoil, bake the land hard, and dry up the
dams and the natural watercourses – so much
that in some places they were now worried
about the flood damage they would suffer if
they did get big rains. In a few places we saw
evidence of the ‘green drought’ – places
where there had been a little amount of light
rain that was just enough to support odd
patches of short green grass and weeds…
perhaps, they said, for a few weeks. 
 
Drought kills animals – both wild and domesti-
cated. Many people told us sad stories of
them or their neighbours having to shoot
stock that were “just too far gone” and no
longer worth transporting to market. But
equally often, people might click their tongues
and tell scolding tales of neighbours with
dying stock on drought-ravaged country and
how they “…told ‘em to get rid of that stock
ages ago”. Some property owners even talked
of one part of their property being “…like a
desert”, but other sections being “good as
gold”. The bigger stations and larger pastoral
companies told us they have long been
moving stock around from one piece of land
to another as “it’s never drought everywhere
at the same time”.  But this drought defied the
norms and was different – it not only had
affected both northern and southern regions
of Queensland, but in 2020 the COVID-19 bor-
der restrictions created difficult issues around
travel of stock or feed over state borders.
 

" P e o p l e  a r e  m o r e  l i k e l y  t o  k i l l
t h e m s e l v e s  w h e n  t h e y  l o s e  a l l
h o p e .  T h e  d r o u g h t  d o e s n ’ t  m a k e
p e o p l e  c o m m i t  s u i c i d e …  b u t  i f
t h e  d r o u g h t  m a k e s  y o u  f e e l  l i k e
t h e r e  i s  n o  h o p e …  n o  p o s s i b l e
w a y  o u t  o f  w h a t e v e r  d r e a d f u l
s i t u a t i o n  y o u ’ r e  a l r e a d y  i n …
t h e n  y o u  m i g h t  d e c i d e  t h e  b e s t
s o l u t i o n  i s  t o  t a k e  y o u r  o w n
l i f e ” .

Station owner, near Longreach

smaller family-run farms; and the general
demographic changes in rural communities.
But, as one local shop-owner said so succinctly
“the drought just makes everything so, so
much worse”.

Particularly from farmers and rural workers,
we heard stories of how the drought can just
“…add more and more weight” to the per-
sonal burdens faced by folks living in rural
areas, and compound what are already the
effects of: poor health; loneliness; loss of ‘id-
entity’ and ultimately… sometimes… an over-
whelming sense of hopelessness.
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It has been already reported by a number of
public agencies,[17] that “…those living in
remote areas are 1.9 times more likely to die
by suicide than those living in urban areas…
these rates increase [along with] increases in 



remoteness”. One recent study,[18] found an
increased relative risk of suicide of 15% for
'rural males aged 30-49 year' attributable to
drought, although they also suggested that
“results are conflicting”.
 
All of these stories and all of these lived
experiences of so many impacts of drought, at
first seem confusing and present a policy
challenge.  How to devise a system for better
drought response and improved coordination
when drought can impact different individuals
and communities in so many different ways?
The variety and array of program responses
from both government and non-government
sources may be confusing and complex, but
isn’t that the only way to deal with the large
differences in the way that drought impacts
are perceived and felt?

A number of people made strong comments
about how they wished that communities
were supported, encouraged and even ‘allow-
ed’ to select local indicators and articulate just
how the drought impacts them most.  They
didn’t talk about a process led by meteorologi-
cal science – not a process where drought is
only measured by ‘millimetres of rainfall’ and
‘previous deciles’. One well-respected rural
health advocate complained about the “map-
driven delivery of programs and services” to
communities within the drought-declared
areas. She noted that, whilst they were
grateful for the allocation of resources, the
priorities were usually set by the program
providers with little flexibility for communities
to plan and select their own.

We found strong support, even enthusiasm,
for the idea of developing and using ‘local
community indicators’ for drought – indicators
that reflected the impacts as felt by local
people. Whilst people talked about the need
for accurate and reliable ‘scientific’ indicators
of drought, they suggested that these kinds of
indicators were more for use by government
or even some farmers. But for the broader
community they felt it would be more pro-
ductive to also have indicators that were
meaningful to them. There was a lot of talk
about understanding local priorities – “what’s
most important ‘round here” – and little en-
thusiasm for comparison with other places. As
one local Mayor said “It’s different every-
where – we’re not selfish but what’s most im-
portant to us is how the drought hits us here”.

“ L o o k  I  a m  n o t  s a y i n g  i t ’ s  a
‘ o n e - s i z e - f i t s - a l l ’  a p p r o a c h
e v e r y  t i m e ,  b u t  m a n y  o f  t h e
p r o g r a m s  o f t e n  c h a s e  o b j e c t i v e s
a n d  d e l i v e r  s e r v i c e s  i n  t h e  s a m e
w a y  a c r o s s  v a s t  a r e a s  o f
Q u e e n s l a n d …  i t  w o u l d  b e  m u c h
b e t t e r  t o  l e t  p e o p l e  h a v e  m o r e
l o c a l  c h o i c e ” .

Community Health Network Member

Drought has very different impacts in
different regions and communities – even in
Queensland.

These differences need to be taken into
account when planning and prioritising relief
and response.

There was strong support for the
development of a far more varied set of
drought indicators – including social,
wellbeing, environmental and cultural – that
could be used for local/regional planning and
decision-making.

People felt they should be guided by a
balance of external ‘scientific’ indicators and
local ‘subjective’ indicators.

KEY POINTS
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The current ‘Drought Declaration’ process for
local government areas in Queensland is
managed by Local Drought Committees (LDCs)
who then recommend a decision to the
Minister for Agriculture and Fisheries for final
approval. The LDCs are made up of local pri-
mary producers, representatives of industry
organisations (of the various agricultural in-
dustries in that particular area), and local DAF
officers. All discussions by the LDCs are confi-
dential and the non-government members
sign a confidentiality deed. Decisions for ‘Indi-
vidually-Droughted Property’ (IDP) drought
declarations, however, are made by DAF Ext-
ension Officers. An IDP declaration does not
require Ministerial approval. 
 
The most recent Review of Queensland
Drought Programs[19] reported that “most
sub-missions identified that there was
currently a lack of transparency and consis-
tency in the process”.

When we spoke to local people, whilst they
might wryly smile and often made jokes about
the “dark arts” practised by the “secret drou-
ght committee”, they understood the need for
member’s anonymity and privacy in the work
of LDCs, given the ramifications and conse-
quences (especially financial) of their decisions
and drought declarations. However, they oft-
en argued that the process of LDC decision-
making, as well as being ‘mysterious’ didn’t
appear to be based on a consistent nor under-
standable ‘checklist’ of considerations. 

" I t  w o u l d  b e  g o o d  t o  k n o w  h o w
t h e y  m a k e  t h e i r  d e c i s i o n s …
e x a c t l y  w h a t  k i n d s  o f  t h i n g s
t h e y  c o n s i d e r .  U n l i k e  t h e  w a y
t h e  D i s a s t e r  M a n a g e m e n t
C o m m i t t e e s  w o r k ,  t h e r e  d o e s n ’ t
s e e m  t o  b e  a  c l e a r  f r a m e w o r k  o r
a n y  w a y  f o r  t h e  l o c a l  c o m m u n i t y
t o  f o r m a l l y  p r o v i d e  i n p u t  o r
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  L D C  p r o c e s s ” .

Council Disaster Coordinator

2
The Process for Queensland Drought Declarations

and the Work of the Local Drought Committees
(LDCs) could do with Reform

 
but it's not the biggest issue

This was just one of many instances where
there was an urging for more processes of
open community planning and decision-
making around drought. It was pointed out, “if
these people are chosen because they’re
meant to be local and technical experts, then
why can’t we openly use their knowledge and
expertise as part of local community drought
planning?”

The Queensland Drought Program Review has
recommended: “By 30 June 2021, the current
LDC system and declaration process be re-
viewed and restructured into a new system for
declarations that will be based on the transi-
tion to a more objective, science-based, multi-
layered framework utilising publicly accessible
indicators, and maintaining appropriate local
input”.
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Queensland did not seem to be a critical or
‘hot topic’ on most people’s minds.  Our con-
versations in many places seemed to indicate
that most local people (not working for
government or representative organisations)
were more interested in the outcome – the
drought declarations and therefore what
consequent support would be available to
them – than the details of the decision-making
process.

Our findings would suggest that communities
in Queensland that are (or are likely to be)
drought-affected, will welcome any changes
that make the drought declaration process
more open and allow for a more balanced
combination of external ‘science-based’ inputs
and ‘appropriate’ local inputs. 
 
However, reform of the current LDC process in

We found that the current systems of
drought declaration and the processes of the
Local Drought Committees (LDCs) were “not
a big deal” to the people we met. They were
far more interested in the outcomes.

People understood the need for anonymity
amongst LDC members but also felt there
could be more transparency and consistency
in how the LDCs made decisions.

The idea of developing and utilising new
systems for drought declarations (including a
‘drought severity index’) was regarded with
interest.

There was strong support for a more
participatory system of drought declaration
with more ‘local input’ from a variety of
sources.

KEY POINTS
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Prior to the 1970s, Australian drought
response programs were often about
attempts to ‘drought-proof’ agriculture by
improving the practices and infrastructure for
water management and irrigation. Govern-
ment projects such as the Murrumbidgee
Irrigation Area (commenced in 1912) sought
to divert water from local river and creek
systems for the purposes of irrigating food
production. In Queensland, two major exam-
ples are the Burdekin River Irrigation Area and
the irrigation schemes that draw from the
Great Artesian Basin.
 
In 1971, drought was recognised as a ‘Natural
Disaster’, and support for those affected was
to be provided under the joint Common-
wealth-state Natural Disaster Relief and Re-
covery Arrangements (NDRRA). This ended in
1989 when drought was removed from the list
of ‘eligible’ disasters covered by the NDRRA.
From that time on, drought support was (and
is) provided through a suite of Commonwealth
and state response and recovery programs –
currently under the overarching guidance of
the National Drought Agreement (NDA-
revised in 2018). The new 2018 NDA is based
on commitments made by leaders at the
National Drought Summit and “…focuses mea-
sures across all jurisdictions on bolstering risk  

The Current Drought Response Arrangements and
Programs are “Working Okay” in Queensland 

 
but they could do much more to support 

community planning and resilience

management practices and enhancing our
long-term preparedness and resilience”. The
Commonwealth drought response programs
are outlined in the Australian Government
Drought Response, Resilience and Prepared-
ness Plan (DRRP), which lists nearly forty “Aus-
tralian Government measures and programs
that support resilience and preparedness”.
These include $100 million per year for pro-
grams from the $5 billion Future Drought
Fund.

As well as overseeing the processes of
‘drought declaration’ in Queensland, the state
government also provides its own suite of
‘Drought Assistance Programs’. At the time of
writing, a review of the current processes for
Queensland drought declarations (including
the development of a more holistic ‘drought
severity index’) and a review of the Queens-
land Drought Management Framework and
the Drought Program are currently underway.

Program Participation and Performance

In general terms, most people we spoke to
told us that most of these programs (both
Commonwealth and state) are “working okay”
in Queensland.

3
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community events such as the ‘Local Show’ or
‘Race Day’. These programs may have
received state or Commonwealth government
funding from program sources such as: the
Queensland Community Drought Support
Program, and/or the Commonwealth Drought
Extension Program, but the organisation
impetus and initiative came from within the
community themselves. 
 
We also were privileged to be invited to a
number of ‘interagency’ and ‘networking’
events. Two were hosted by local councils that
had taken the initiative to facilitate regular
‘interagency’ meetings. Interestingly, while
both groups were ‘informal’ they had been
utilised for some time for input into their
Local Disaster Management Committees. An-
other, larger and more formal gathering was a
‘Mental Health Roundtable’ organised by the
Western Queensland Public Health Network.
On all occasions we witnessed very effective
information-sharing and viewed presentations
on new program initiatives.
 
Importantly, (but not surprisingly) time and
time again we came across examples of highly
effective ‘informal’ networking – within com-
munities and between communities… and
wider. News travelled fast through all sorts of
networks about successful drought programs
and projects.

Two Important Issues

In the midst of all this good news, people also
drew our attention towards two major issues
of particular concern for our investigations: (1)
Despite the recent rhetoric, the majority of
drought support programs were still felt to be
‘reactive’ rather than ‘proactive’ and did not
do enough to build capacities for ‘prepar-
edness’ and ‘resilience’. (2) The majority of
drought support programs were still targeted
at individual ‘farmers’ and agricultural pro-
ducers and there were very limited resources
available to support community drought plan-
ning.

Some earlier government reports had indica-
ted that dissemination of program information
was a problem, but recent efforts to improve
access to program information seem to have
been successful. From our findings, it seemed
that people successfully found out about
programs from a variety of sources: media,
social media, newspapers and television, local
government staff, outreach workers, doctors,
community meetings and especially Rural
Financial Counsellors.[20] Local councils
especially, often facilitated community events
such as “10 Minutes with a Master” (where
community members got 10 minutes each
with a representative from a wide variety of
support programs), or information stalls at 

There were occasional complaints of:
confusing eligibility criteria; slow processing
times; and the enduring complaints of “mind-
less bureaucracy” and “endless bloody paper-
work”. But mostly people seemed to say it was
working okay. No-one we spoke to comp-
lained that there were not enough funds. It
seemed evident that recent efforts to ensure
that potential program recipients (especially
‘farmers’) were aware of what drought
programs were available, and what support
they were entitled to, had been successful.
Most people seemed to know about the
drought programs and how to apply for
support. An overarching observation was that
many rural households seemed to know less
about ‘generic’ government support services
such as the Queensland Patient Travel Subsidy
Scheme, the Farm Household Allowance or
the range of Centrelink support schemes.
 
Everywhere we went people told us about all
sorts of different programs – and mostly in a
positive light. There were issues related to
eligibility that occasionally rankled – some
schemes distinguished between ‘primary pro-
ducers’ and ‘hobby farmers’ and some people
told tales of being “unfairly excluded for doing
the right thing” because they were deemed
ineligible due to the level of ‘off-farm income’
that they earned. However, contrary to the
general stereotype of reluctant, proud farmers
eschewing any kind of government support,
our findings showed that most people in the
drought-affected areas we visited knew their
entitlements and were keen to access them.
One farmer suggested that the local feeling in
their community was “you’re a mug if you
don’t”.

Access to Program Information
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More Emphasis Needed on Planning and
Preparedness

It was interesting that it was a wide variety of
people – and including many ‘farmers’ and
primary producers that were eligible for many
of the drought response programs – that
commented that so much of the existing
drought programs available were still ‘reac-
tive’ and mostly targeted at agricultural
properties that were already badly drought-
affected. 
 
Even some of those who were quick to admit
that they “…applied for everything on offer”
were concerned that a number of the current
programs were “…simply propping up bad
farmers”. One farmer’s advocate described a
number of the drought relief programs as “…a
sugar hit… a quick fix for now” that doesn’t
really tackle the long-term and systemic
problems. In some places people noted that
droughts were a ‘traditional’ feature of the
local landscape and “…if you are going to
make your living from dryland farming, you
should plan how to make it through regular
droughts”. Some even went so far as to say
that in some cases, government support was
“…rewarding poor business skills”.

The most recent (2020) Review of Australian
Government Drought Response by the Na-
tional Drought and North Queensland Flood

Recovery and Response Agency also noted
clearly that those current programs of fully-
funded in-drought support (without any re-
quirement for co-contribution by the recipi-
ent) had a negative effect and reinforced a
mendicant attitude.

“ A  l a c k  o f  m u t u a l  o b l i g a t i o n s
a c r o s s  s e v e r a l  d r o u g h t  r e s p o n s e
( i n - d r o u g h t  s u p p o r t )  p r o g r a m s
d o e s  n o t  e n c o u r a g e  o n g o i n g
r e s i l i e n c e  a n d  p r e p a r e d n e s s ” .

National Drought & North Queensland Flood Recovery &
Response Agency
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Almost everyone we spoke to, at some point
in the conversation, suggested that there was
still a strong and continued need to move the
emphasis on funding away from drought ‘re-
sponse’ and ‘recovery’ and towards ‘planning’,
‘preparedness’ and ‘resilience’. Our noisy
discussions 



many conversations that focussed on the
same question: “How exactly, do you prepare
for a drought when you don’t know if it will
last for 8-10 years?” It was clear that for many
agricultural businesses and ‘farmers’ and their
families ‘drought preparedness’ was primarily
still about: (1) water security (e.g. ensuring
water supply, irrigation and storage infra-
structure were upgraded and/or maintained);
(2) crop or stock management (e.g. adapting
planting/harvesting practices, preparing feed
or moving stock to maintain their health,
agistment or de-stocking); (3) physical farm
management (e.g. upgrading or maintaining
machinery, fences, infrastructure) and (4) va-
rying degrees of financial management (e.g.
business planning to manage debts and ope-
rate on limited income, being financially pre-
pared for when the drought ends).

But even these steps, if well done (and we
were told many tales of them all being done
badly) still didn’t always prepare people on
farms for the rigours of “the long haul”… and
that was also assuming they were in good
health and not “too elderly”. Also, as people
pointed out, “…what about everyone else…
people in town, kids and young people, other
kinds of businesses?”
 
Naturally, we were particularly interested in
the kind of ‘psychosocial’, ‘mental’ or ‘social’
preparations that people in households, fami-
lies or communities might make to better
endure the rigours of drought. This was an 

A lot of people reminded us that ‘drought
preparedness’ was easy to say but not so easy
to describe… let alone achieve. There were 

with a well-known local pastoralist in a Long-
reach café, had local onlookers intrigued as
together we all excitedly sketched out a ‘mud-
map’ of our ideas on a shared piece of scrap
paper.

It is important to note that this issue has been
noted in the majority of government (both
state and Commonwealth) reports[21] for the
last few decades. There is no doubt that gov-
ernments are clearly aware of the urging for
more ‘pro-active’ planning and ‘prepared-
ness’, but we were genuinely surprised at how
strongly the idea was supported by the very
people who are the primary recipients for the
current programs. Overwhelmingly, nearly
everyone we met suggested that ‘good’
farmers should be planning and preparing for
the next drought now – not even waiting until
this one broke and the rains came. Rainfall in
this kind of country, they said, had always
been cyclic, and even though the cycles were
becoming more erratic, you could be sure that
the rains would come again…and then so
would the next drought. But they said many
people don’t prepare effectively, and every
drought even more people would have “dug
themselves into such deep debt” or “ruined
their country so badly” that even with a
number of good seasons the property may not
ever fully recover.
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However, many agreed it was very important
to talk about, and plan for, these kinds of
issues at a community level. These were the
kinds of interrelationships between ‘external’
factors and ‘internal’ capacities, community
support and ‘resilience’ that all contributed to
‘wellbeing’. What did we learn from the last
drought? What kinds of things can we do
together to better prepare this community for
the next drought? What can we plan toge-
ther? What can we work on together? How
can we plan better together to support each
other through the next drought?

Rural Diversity and Drought-Affected
Communities

In Australia both the current government
management and response to drought as well
as the dominant coverage by the media, 

seems to be dominated by a number of
underlying paradigms:

1.  Drought is still treated as a predominantly
‘rural’ issue as the majority of lands that are
drought-declared are rural.

2. Drought is regarded as predominantly an
‘agricultural’ issue and both Commonwealth
and state governments most often manage
their drought response programs from within
Ministries or Departments of Agriculture.

3. It is traditionally accepted that drought
mostly effects ‘farmers’ – and in particular,
graziers and broadacre croppers. 

Hence, most of the response and recovery
programs are directed towards ‘farmers’. Also,
‘farmers’ are usually spoken of (and some-
times treated as) a homogenous group, and
drought-affected communities are often still
referred to as ‘farming communities’… but our
recent journeys showed up considerable
variety and even divisions.

Our observations and findings from the field
trips challenged a number of aspects within
these paradigms. 
 
At times, our conversations revealed how,
even amongst ‘farmers’, the drought and
sometimes the support programs themselves
could accentuate divisions, due to different
practices and beliefs and also various eligibility
criteria making some farms eligible for certain
support programs and others not. It seems
divisions (and not always just ‘friendly
differences’) occurred within communities,
and sometimes even between neighbours.
Some of the stories we were told were
peppered with derogatory references that
highlighted differences between “real far-
mers”, “the Squatocracy”, “hobby farmers”,
“townies”, “big corporates”, “blow-ins”,
“prickle farmers”, “greenies” and “hillbillies”.
There were even stories of outright comm-
unity conflict and violence caused by differing
views around the acceptable uses of ‘emer-
gency’ water supplies. 
 
Drought-affected communities are typically
far broader and more varied than simply
groups of ‘farmers’ and the drought impacted
everybody, but sometimes in different ways.
This was recognised in most communities and
community leaders frequently spoke of balan-
cing support for diverse opinions whilst also 

“ Y o u  w a t c h … a s  s o o n  a s  t h e y  g e t
d e c e n t  r a i n  t h e y ’ l l  b e  a l l  h a p p y
a g a i n  a n d  j u m p i n ’  u p  a n d   o w n …
t h e y ’ l l  f o r g e t  a l l  a b o u t  t h i s
d r o u g h t  u n t i l  t h e  n e x t  o n e
c o m e s .  B u t  s o m e  o f  t h e m  w i l l
j u s t  b e  t o o  b r o k e n  t o  f i x " .

Ex-cattle farmer, near Emerald
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area it seemed where our questions elicited
very mixed opinions but a common and strong
suggestion not to “impose a one-size-fits-all”
approach.

People have all kinds of different beliefs,
"inner strengths” and “core values” they can
draw on to keep them going through tough
times they said. These were personal matters,
we were reminded… even private sometimes.
It was important to respect people’s beliefs
but it was not a good idea to try and force
people to talk about them out in public. Also,
they noted that often people just don’t want
to talk about the drought any more once the
rains come.



doubt exacerbated by more than half of the
study participants saying they simply had
“More work to do”. For communities: "People
leaving the area”, “Losing businesses and
services in town” and “Not getting together as
much” were all cited as primary causes of CDS.

More Emphasis on ‘Practical’
Community-based Planning and
Responses

From all of the drought-affected communities
we visited – and from local people, service
providers, business people, community lead-
ers and often government representatives –
we began to sense a common desire. 

On our journeys, we found that many
drought-affected communities desired more
emphasis and more resources directed to-
wards what they called ‘practical’ community-
based planning and responses to drought.

taking steps to build and maintain social co-
hesion. In areas we visited where there was a 
 wider mix of agricultural and natural resource
(mining or gas) employment, everyone agreed
that the diversity of employment was really
good for the local economy and also improved
the ‘resilience’ of the community during the
drought – but also one young woman pointed
out how “…round here, in high school you’re
either mining, farming or a townie… and
sometimes they don’t really mix”.

Drought and the Social Ecology

These examples of differences and divisions
within the communities prompted us to
question people further about social impacts
of the drought and opportunities for building
‘social capital’, or as one mental health worker
called it “social glue… the things that help
communities stick together and deal with
stuff”.  People in those communities that had
also endured other rapid-onset disasters such
as floods, cyclones or severe storms often
talked about “mateship” and “…the way
everyone came together and just helped out”.
One community leader in Julia Creek – when
reflecting on their community experience in
the devastating 2019 floods and then the
ensuing drought said: “during the floods we
quickly came together and we learned a lot of
positive things about ourselves as a
community… but the drought has been diffe-
rent”.

Perhaps it is the long, slow, enduring ‘endless-
ness’ of drought that doesn’t have the ‘drama’
or urgency of rapid-onset disasters and hence
doesn’t bring on the same kind of ‘community
spirit’. Perhaps it is the continual burden of
trying to “be positive and support each other
in little ways every day” over a lengthy
drought which may last ten years, that just
becomes too much. Or maybe people just
become so consumed with the hard work and
daily grind of trying to “…keep life kind a’
normal” that they find, gradually, they just
don’t have the time or emotional energy to
maintain community relationships.
 
A number of reports,[22] such as those from
the ongoing Australian Rural Mental Health
Study have confirmed these issues as causes
of both Personal Drought-Related Stress (PDS)
and Community Drought-Related Stress (CDS).
The reports showed up “Loss of contact with
friends" and “Not going out as much” as two
of the top six factors that caused PDS… no
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Whilst there are a relatively small number of
programs such as the Commonwealth Drought
Extension Program and the Queensland
Government’s Community Drought Support
Program (CDSP) which offer targeted support
for ‘community infrastructure projects’ and/or
‘community events and activities’, the bulk of
government drought response programs still
focus on individual farming businesses and
households. There are an increasing number
of programs that now also include ‘small rural
businesses’, including the Rural Financial
Counselling Service. However, presently, there
is less emphasis on supporting drought-
affected communities as a whole, to come
together and work on their own planning and
preparedness.

To be fair, various sources mentioned that
there had been a considerable increase in the
number of (and amount of resources allocated
to) community ‘health’, ‘mental health’ and
‘wellbeing’ programs, provided by both
government and non-government agencies.
Also there are community grants available
through initiatives such as the ‘Tackling Tough
Times Together’ program (managed by the
Foundation for Rural and Regional Recovery)
that fund a wide variety of community-based
projects and events. However, there was still a
noticeable degree of cynicism, amongst some
of the folks we talked to, about funding for
what they referred to as “happy bandaid
events” with “face painting” or a “sausage
sizzle”. They were regarded somewhat as
“distractions”. Despite the welcomed increase
in ‘mental health’ services, and a decrease in
general community stigma about discussing
‘mental health’ or ‘wellbeing’ issues, there
was still evidence of a degree of negativity
about events that advertised themselves as
being primarily focussed around these topics.
Nevertheless, local people and community
leaders we spoke to offered us all sorts of
suggestions for ‘practical’ processes to
support community drought planning and pre-
paredness – expanding on the experience

that many communities already had from
preparing Local Disaster Management Plans
and other ‘formal’ community planning exer-
cises.

“ W e  s h o u l d  b e  a b l e  t o  c o m e
t o g e t h e r  a s  a  w h o l e  c o m m u n i t y
a n d  l o o k  a t  w h a t  s k i l l s ,
k n o w l e d g e  a n d  r e s o u r c e s  w e
a l r e a d y  h a v e  t o  d e a l  w i t h  t h i s
o n  o u r  o w n …  b e f o r e  w e  g o
a s k i n g  f o r  o u t s i d e  h e l p .  W e  a r e
p r a c t i c a l  p e o p l e  a n d  t h i s  k i n d  o f
p r o c e s s  i s  r e a l  c o m m u n i t y -
b u i l d i n g ” .

Local Mayor
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Just as they believed that communities should
be able to select a range of local drought
indicators most relevant to their context and
situation, they thought it would be a “…useful
community conversation… to frankly and
honestly appraise” their local risks and
vulnerabilities, as well as their genuine ability to
respond effectively based on their local
capacity. And when they said ‘community’, they
meant everybody: farmers, townies, local
businesses, First Nations leaders, big companies
(including multinationals), tourist operators,
young people, old people, men and women.

They supported their ideas by saying that not
only would such a kind of community plann-ing,
problem-solving and ‘place management'



The majority of current state and
Commonwealth ‘drought response’ programs
are “working okay”.

Recent information campaigns seem to be
working: most people seem to know what they
are eligible for… or where to go for more
information.

Many examples of effective communication and
dissemination about programs – particularly
through local government ‘interagency’ and/or
‘community events’.

Despite the recent rhetoric, the majority of
drought support programs were still felt to be
‘reactive’ rather than ‘proactive’ and did not do
enough to build capacities for ‘preparedness’
and ‘resilience’.

The majority of drought support programs were
still targeted at individual ‘farmers’ and
agricultural producers and there was more
limited resources available to support
community drought planning and response.

More emphasis needed on community planning
and preparedness.

Need to recognise a variety of community-wide  
‘preparedness’ activities – not just farm
activities.

Need to mentally/socially prepare for the “long
haul” as a community.

Rural communities are diverse – hence drought
impacts are diverse.

‘Wellbeing’ events were a welcome distraction
but ‘practical community planning’ and ‘realistic
problem-solving’ processes were also needed.

There is a need, enthusiasm and also support
for developing a model of community-led
drought planning and capacity-building.

process be a ‘practical’, ‘positive’ and ‘produc-
tive’ task to promote ‘community strength
and awareness’, but also it would enhance co-
mmunity resilience and “…make for a more
targeted use of outside support and resour-
ces”.

The Commonwealth Future Drought Fund,
(FDF) describes itself this way on its webpage:
“The $5 billion Future Drought Fund provides
secure, continuous funding for drought resil-
ience initiatives. It will help Australian farms
and communities prepare for the impacts of
drought”.

As we write this paper, the program details for
many of the FDF’s new programs are unfol-
ding and more details are emerging about
programs such as: ‘Drought Resilience Self-
Assessment Tool’, ‘Drought Resilience Lead-
ers’, 'Networks to Build Drought Resilience’
and ‘Regional Drought Resilience Planning’.
These initiatives would appear, at first glance,
to support what we heard about community
aspirations for locally-led planning and a
degree of self-reliance.

KEY POINTS
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Since 1989, drought has been excluded from
being defined as a ‘disaster’ and hence is not
considered an event that triggers funding from
the Australian Government Disaster Recovery
Funding Arrangements (DRFA). In particular, at
a state level in Queensland, drought is not
covered under the Queensland Disaster
Management Act 2003 nor the Queensland
Disaster Management Arrangements (the
QDMA).
 
In early meetings, the Reference Group raised
the question of whether the discussion paper
project should investigate whether drought
should be integrated into Queensland’s
existing disaster management arrangements.
The supporters of this proposal argued that
integrating drought into the QDMA would
enable a more systematic approach. We
agreed that we would raise this option as a
question during our field trips. After all, our
key question was still to investigate “what
kind of management framework would
support the key stakeholders in the ‘drought
space’ (in Queensland) work better together?”
 

Drought is not Considered a 'Disaster' in
Government Systems and Programs

 
but community planning for drought and disasters

should be done together

Firstly, during our field trips, it became
apparent that only representatives of
government (especially local government) and
‘representative’ bodies (e.g. industry groups,
advocacy groups etc) were even aware of this
policy ‘distinction’, and for many, unless they
were closely involved with either  ‘disaster’ or
‘drought’ management… they were not overly
concerned by this fact alone.  Many stake-
holders working in the ‘drought space’ in local
communities (especially local government)
were already quite used to working under a
variety of legislative arrangements and policy
frameworks, and also adept at securing
funding from a wide array of program sources.

We found two instances where local
government Mayors and/or CEOs strongly
advocated for drought to be included in the
QDMA and the DRFA. From what they said, it
was clear that their main reasoning was
centred around the fact that their Councils
valued the Queensland disaster recovery and
reconstruction arrangements and the 'safety
net' of funding for repairs due to damage from
an eligible event.

4
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For some smaller rural Councils, in areas of
Queensland frequently struck by regular (and
increasingly frequent) 'disasters', the confi-
dence that they can rely on support and
funding for repairs to disaster-damaged
'essential public assets' is critical to them and
their communities. 
 
However, we did not meet anyone who arti-
culated how integration in QDMA disaster
management arrangements would improve
the effectiveness of drought response and
management. In particular, those (from local
or state government) whose daily work was
personally involved with the Local Disaster
Management Committees (LDMCs) and the
QDMA management and planning processes,
strongly rejected the idea.

Nevertheless, many people from a variety of
Councils and state government agencies spoke
highly of the ‘logical’ and 'systematic’ app-
roaches in the current QDMA processes and
the fact that it had “clear roles” and “legis-
lative teeth”. They also suggested that their
experience with the QDMA, allowed them to
suggest a number of valued key elements that
they believed should be incorporated into any
improved management framework for
drought planning, preparedness, response and
recovery – although they suggested that
current trends might suggest that communi-
ties may not ever fully ‘recover’ from drought
so building ‘resilience’ be more appropriate.

“ D r o u g h t  s h o u l d  b e  a  d i s a s t e r
l i k e  o t h e r  d i s a s t e r s .  W h e n  w e
h a v e  a  f l o o d  w e  g e t  t h e  m o n e y …
l a s t  t i m e  w e  g o t  3 0  m i l l i o n .
W h e n  w e  h a v e  a  d r o u g h t  w e
s h o u l d  a l s o  g e t  t h e  m o n e y …
g u a r a n t e e d ” .

Senior Council Manager

“ T h e  Q D M A  i s  a  p u r p o s e - b u i l t
t o o l …  I t  w o r k s  f o r  r a p i d - o n s e t
d i s a s t e r s …  i t  i s  j u s t  n o t  b u i l t  f o r
d r o u g h t . . .  i t ’ s  l i k e  u s i n g  a
s p a n n e r  w h e n  y o u  n e e d  a
h a m m e r ” .

Local Council Disaster Coordinator

“ O h … p l e a s e  d o n ’ t  a d d  d r o u g h t
t o  Q D M A …  m a n y  o f  m y  c o u n c i l s
r o u n d  h e r e  a r e  b a r e l y  c o p i n g  a s
i t  i s ” .

Regional Emergency Services Coordinator

“ D r o u g h t  n e e d s  a  m u c h  m o r e
h o l i s t i c  a p p r o a c h .  Q D M A  i s  m o r e
a b o u t  e m e r g e n c y  m a n a g e m e n t ” .

Local Council Disaster Coordinator

Be a community-centred approach, with
local government (albeit with ‘Backbone’
support) in a primary and central role.
Be open, transparent and participatory.
Prescribe clear roles, responsibilities and
the expectations for various stakeholders
– especially (but not limited to) govern-
ment.

They usefully suggested that a more effective
drought management framework should:
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Prescribe coordination between a set of
critical key agencies… but still allow for far
wider involvement.
Be a logical, 'step-by-step’ approach that
guides communities through an informed
(by external and local sources) assessment
of the situation, risks and vulnerabilities
and “...an honest appraisal of our capabili-
ties to respond”.
Produce a clear set of, practical, effective
and related Drought Management Plans
(they suggested local, regional and state);
Have the legislative ‘teeth’ to be consi-
dered a ‘formal agreement’ between the
parties.
Be the logical ‘discussion point’ for negoti-
ating drought support from the Common-
wealth and state programs.

There was a strong consensus that, whilst
there may be a variety of (separate) agencies
and funding programs for 'drought' and
'disasters' at both state and Commonwealth
levels, ‘drought’ and other ‘disaster’ planning
would benefit from being undertaken through
the same process at a local and regional level.
As many people pointed out the local (and
often regional) impacts and risks of drought
cannot be easily disentangled from impacts of
other disasters and ‘natural hazards’, and
therefore it would be logical that they be
considered concurrently through a holistic
process.

Interestingly our further reading revealed that
a similar suggestion had been recommended
by the (former) Coordinator-General for
Drought, Major-General Stephen Day, when
he recommended: “A pilot program to build
community leadership capability, involving the
development of a local ‘adverse event’ plan,
should be undertaken to build communities’
capacity to adapt and cope with chronic
stresses and acute shocks”.[23] He then
explains in further detail that “Shocks are
typically considered single event disasters,
such as fires, earthquakes, and floods.
Stresses are factors that pressure a
community on a daily or reoccurring basis,
such as drought, chronic food and water
shortages, an overtaxed transportation
system, or high unemployment". So in this
context, the term ‘adverse event’ is used to
refer to a wide range of 'stresses’, shocks’,
‘natural hazards’ and ‘disasters’… even social
and economic issues… as well as drought.

Most local people (not working for
government or representative groups) don’t
understand the definitional distinctions
between drought and disasters.

Local people and local government can
negotiate a wide range of funding programs
and agencies and do not need a ‘one-stop-
shop’. However, the current ‘arguments’ and
‘distinctions’ between different kinds of
adverse events is not conducive to integrated
planning.

We found only a few people who advocated
for drought to be included in Queensland’s
QDMA.

The people we met who were directly involved
with ‘disaster’ planning and management, did
not want drought included with the current
QDMA process.

People identified many key elements of the
QDMA that they valued, and said they should
be built into any new system of drought
planning and management.

There was strong support for concurrent
planning for drought and all other natural
‘adverse events’ at the local and regional level
in Queensland – even if resources, response
and recovery programs came from a variety of
agencies.

KEY POINTS
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Whilst there were some stories and percep-
tions around a lack of cooperation and
coordination between government organisa-
tions and agencies, we found more examples
of poor coordination between ‘charity’ and
‘not-for-profit’, and ‘wellbeing’ organisations –
and also between this sector and local comm-
unities. For Red Cross, these issues manifested
in both our own ‘auxiliary’ role within the gov-
ernment ‘sector’, but also along with our coll-
eagues and partners in the ‘non-government’
sector.
 
This issue was highlighted in a number of
reports and statements and had been men-
tioned a number of times by the previous
Coordinator-General for Drought, Major-
General Stephen Day. Also, the charities regu-
lator, the Australian Charities and Not-for-
profits Commission (ACNC) has held a number
of well-publicised reviews into various
‘drought-related’ charities and subsequently
published guidance for donors, fund-raisers
and charity managers to try an assist more
clarity and  “prevent overlaps”. 
 
This is a sensitive topic, not the least for Red
Cross – itself a ‘charitable organisation’. It is
very important to note that in no way are we
suggesting that any charity or ‘not-for-profit’
organisation has acted illegally, unethically or

5
More could be done to Improve the Local
Coordination amongst the 'Charity' and 'Not-for-
Profit', and 'Wellbeing' Sector
and between this sector and communities

inappropriately. Nevertheless, our field trips
threw up clear examples of lack of coordi-
nation and we still found few examples of
formal collaboration.

We heard about, and sometimes saw the
evidence of, well-meaning ‘charity’ campaigns
that “missed the mark”. We visited the town
where “…some lovely schoolkids on the coast”
had started a campaign that eventually do-
nated so many small, plastic bottles of drink-
ing water that it required the community to
rent an expensive warehouse and the manag-
ement by a group of busy, local volunteers.
There were stories of heated arguments
between neighbouring farmers about whether
or not donated hay was “contaminated” with
pests or weeds. In one town, the council staff
pointed to the nearby field where they had
ended up burying most of the truck-load of
donated ‘fresh’ fruit and vegetables that had
simply arrived one day – “this semi turned up
but we don’t have enough cold storage in this
town to deal with that much volume”. On our
field trips, some farm households even offered
us canned fruit and pumpkin soup because “…
we’ve got boxes of the stuff and we didn’t
want to say no to these people”.
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We did hear some great stories where gene-
rous organisations had contacted agencies in
town and asked “How could we best help?"
Councils spoke highly of charities and ‘well-
being’ programs that consulted with them
and/or attended their interagency or planning
meetings. Early consultation and coordination
with local networks was certainly highly val-
ued. Also, programs which supported local
businesses by supplying prepaid shopping vou-
chers or debit cards were consistently spoken
of as being the most ‘useful’, ‘valued’ and ‘eff-
ective’.
 
However, the impression we got was that
there was still room for much better coordi-
nation: between charities (particularly at the
local level); between charities and govern-
ment agencies (especially local government);
and with the existing community groups and
networks such as: Queensland Country Wo-
men’s Association (QCWA) church groups,
schools and sporting clubs… even local Red
Cross branches (where they exist). Even where
we found great examples of interaction, inte-
gration and coordination, the relationships
that led to this success were typically more
personal, rather than strategic organisational
relationships.

It is clear that there is an opportunity for
better ‘alignment’ and integration amongst all
providers (both government and non-govern-
ment) of support and assistance programs to
drought-affected communities. The logical
starting point is for all such providers to be
part of, and informed by, a process of local,
community-based drought planning.

“ S o m e t i m e s ,  t h e s e  p e o p l e  j u s t
t u r n  u p …  L o o k  t h e y  a r e  r e a l l y
g o o d  p e o p l e …  b u t  t h e y  j u s t  w a n t
t o  g i v e  u s  w h a t  t h e y ’ v e  g o t …  i t ’ s
n o t  a l w a y s  w h a t  w e  n e e d ” .

Rural Community Leader

There are an increasing number of
‘charities’, ‘not-for profits’ and ‘wellbeing
programs’ in the ‘drought space’.

There is evidence of lack of coordination at
local level – most stories of successful ‘inter-
charity’ or ‘inter-program’ relationships were
personal, not organisational.

Charity programs can be seen by local
communities as ‘provider/donor-driven’.

Some stories of inappropriate donations and
sometimes of actual community costs and
imposts.

Many more positive stories of sending
money to fund local programs and/or local
business vouchers.

Charities should be participants in, and
guided by community-led planning.

KEY POINTS

To be frank, we even listened to a few people
make scathing comments that were certainly
‘uncharitable’ about other organisations and
the effectiveness of their work. Similarly, we
noted some relationships between various
government-funded ‘mental health’ and ‘well-
being’ NGOs appeared to be somewhat comp-
etitive and ‘territorial’. In some cases this
‘hostility’ was exacerbated when government
funding schemes required competitive bidding
for a limited pool of funds. But often ‘comp-
eting’ programs were operating across the
same regions (if not communities).

By their very nature, all charities are moti-
vated by ‘good intentions’ and aim to meet
‘critical needs’. But, at times, some local peop-
le sighed, it “…all seems a bit provider-driven”.

38 | More could be done to Further Improve the Local Coordination amongst the 'Charity' and 'Not-for-Profit', and 'Wellbeing' Sector 



Conclusions and
The Idea

| 39



shape the way we will treat drought in
Australia… and in Queensland. We will wait to
see the developments unfold. 

The Australian Government has listened to the
recommendations and reviews in the last
years and it would appear that Future Drought
Fund is underpinning a range of new programs
that will support a more ‘proactive’,
‘integrated’ and ‘holistic’ approach to drought
‘preparedness’ and ‘response’. We wait with
interest to see how the newly-announced
National Resilience, Relief and Recovery
agency (NRRR), will develop, what exactly its
role will be, and how ‘Drought’ will be
integrated into its operations along with other
‘disasters’. We are keen to see the outputs
from the projects to develop the two new sets
of National Drought ‘Indicators’ (one for the
Australian Government to use and the other
to better inform "…decisions by farmers and
communities to manage and prepare for
drought)" – but we are intrigued on how the
second ‘community set’ will be able to "[draw]
on the indicators for government" when it is
stated that these "…drought indicators and
complementary framework should not be
made public".

In Queensland, we await the outcomes of the
Queensland Drought Program Reforms,
including: the review of the current drought
declaration and Local Drought Committee
(LDC) system and development and imple-
mentation of a new system – including the re-
ported development of a ‘drought severity
index’. We are pleased to note the continued
support for a range of Queensland Govern-
ment drought support programs.

It is in this exciting context that we draw our
conclusions and propose some points for
future discussion and development. In parti-
cular we offer the first draft of a model of
community-led Model of Resilience, Relief and
Recovery Planning.

By the end of 2020, we completed our field
trips. We conducted a few, final meetings and
interviews – mostly ‘clarification’ meetings
with government agencies, key bodies and
members of the Reference Group to get their
feedback on some of the critical points we had
heard on our trips.
 
In some places we had visited, some rains
have come, but others are still waiting. For
shires and local government areas in
Queensland, the drought will end officially, or
be ‘revoked’ only when the Local Drought
Committee "…is confident that livestock have
enough pasture and water to last until the
next expected rainfall… this is usually the next
wet season".[24] The return of the rains brings
many things but mostly they bring hope. For
primary producers, they hope that this year
2021 will be a ‘good year’ and they will end
this year with more money in the bank… or at
least a bit less debt. For all sorts of businesses
in the drought-affected communities, the
rains might bring hope of more customers. For
the people of rural towns and communities,
they hope that the rains will lift people’s
spirits, make them feel more confident and
positive, and make it possible to do things that
"…make them feel more like a community
again”. Most importantly, we heard that
"...right now is always the best time to be
planning and preparing for drought”.

Since this project started in early 2020, we
have observed a number of significant gov-
ernment developments that will change and 

Conclusions 
the journey continues towards a community-led
model of resilience, relief & recovery planning
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key points for further discussion

and development

cultural businesses, and more resources
need to be allocated towards ‘planning’,
‘preparedness’ and building capacity for
‘resilience’.

Whilst this topic has been stressed in many
government reports, and for some time, there
needs to be more than just rhetoric.  Indeed,
the launching of the NRRR would seem a good
point to support more active discussions,
developments and trials of more holistic and
integrated models of ‘adverse events’ plann-
ing for regions and local communities. Such
new planning models need to utilise reliable
‘outside’ (science-based) knowledge and exp-
ertise, but require the balance of subjective
local knowledge (including Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islanders' traditional and cultural
knowledge). This planning needs to be
undertaken through a ‘community’ and ‘place
management’ process because that it is in
these ‘places’ that people live and/or work.
Such planning needs to be highly participatory
and ‘multi-sector’ – it cannot simply be tack-
led sectorally between government agencies
and specific ‘industry’ groups.

hazards’ and ‘disasters’ and ‘drought’ are
not useful nor helpful to people in the local
context trying to develop practical plans
and responses.

Many local individuals and organisations in
drought-affected areas (especially, we found,
farmers and local government) are experien-
ced in negotiating between different funding
programs and agencies, but the differences in
government classifications are not helpful.
 
We found that whilst this irregular ‘labelling’
was not a ‘critical’ issue at the local level, it is
still an impediment for having clearer and
more effective community conversations
about ‘adverse event’ planning in the future.
At a local community level we found, the
distinctions in labelling seem artificial and (in
Queensland at least) it is sometimes not even
possible to disentangle the long-term impacts
of a drought from the effects of, say, a
subsequent flood – even if one is classified as
a ‘disaster’ and one is not. Recent experiences
with COVID-19 have taught us that no comm-
unity is immune from a wide range of
challenges brought on by the vagaries of
nature and our human interactions with the
natural world. Queensland communities that
are likely to be affected by drought (and that
list is growing) are also likely to need to plan
and prepare for a wide range of natural
‘shocks’ and ‘stresses’. Hence, the practical
language of planning and response needs to
be ratified and agreed upon by all providers of
support (government and non-government)
and the community.

It would seem from what we
learned, that the governmental
definitional distinctions between,
‘adverse events’ shocks’, ‘natural 

Current drought ‘response’ and
recovery programs need a 
 significant shift of emphasis from
drought 'relief' to individual agri-

of also considering other 'adverse events'
in the same process.

We were surprised to find that many of the
property and ‘agricultural business’ owners
(and representative groups) that received
individual support and funding from govern-
ments, also spoke of the need for more re-
sources to go towards community-wide pro-
cesses. 

There is evidence of a growing
support for a model of community-
led planning for drought 'Resilience,
Relief and Recovery' – and the logic

3
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However, this prompted relatively frank
discussions, especially with Council staff, that
highlighted views regarding the varied
capacity of individual Councils to facilitate
such a  process. It  was clear that many  would 
benefit from the support of a ‘Backbone’[25]
organisation – perhaps such as the Red Cross
– as well as ensuring that there were adeq-
uate government resources (funding, support
and expertise) for councils to implement the
process effectively. 
 
Most importantly, the view was expressed on
a number of occasions that the output of
these local planning sessions – the Local and
Regional ‘Resilience, Relief and Recovery
Plans’ could become a useful ‘starting point’
for more effective and targeted community
drought support. Like the current QDMA
‘Disaster Management Planning’ process, this
model would involve analysis of the impacts,
risks and vulnerabilities from drought (with
consideration of the effects of other ‘adverse
events’) and then an ‘honest’ appraisal of the
community resources and capacities to deal
with drought. It was after this, they said, that
would seem the logical point to identify just
what kind of additional support would help
achieve the drought management objectives
in the plan.
 
As people further explored and developed the
basic ideas, it was also suggested that the
planning process could also be an opportunity
to involve other local stakeholders such as the
private sector, ‘not-for-profits’ and also chari-
ties. Once fully developed, it was suggested
that such a plan could be a useful guide for
charities that showed clearly the local
priorities and helped charitable organisations
better align with local needs.
 
We make no apologies that the ‘sketch’ of the
proposed model that follows is rudimentary
and lacks detail. It is “work in progress” and is,
at present, just a collection of ‘ideas’.
However, we believe that it captures the ideas
of the people we spoke to and deserves to be
further discussed – after all, this is a dis-
cussion paper. Red Cross Queensland will
continue to promote these ideas and seek
resources to conduct a possible trial in the
future.

It was recognised that drought (just as other
natural ‘adverse events’) did not just affect
the agricultural sector and not just ‘farmers’.
Whilst (naturally) property owners wished
protect their levels of government support,
they also noted that the planning for the
‘survival’ of the community around them was
a critical and collective task. 
 
Current community events seem to be mostly
‘informational’ or smaller-scale infrastructure
projects that generate some employment.
However, a number of stakeholders advoca-
ted for a funded and supported ‘framework’,
where communities were guided through a
process that was resourced with ‘outside’
expertise and ‘scientific’ knowledge, but ba-
lanced with ‘local’ capacity and knowledge
based on lived experience through “under-
standing the local context”. 
 
We found a strong view that it would be
“more logical” to plan for drought along with
other ‘adverse events’. In Queensland, this
would mean a local/regional planning model
that encompasses the ‘disasters’ covered by
the QDMA, as well as the ‘natural hazards’
identified by the QFES… and drought. Roles,
responsibilities and responses may differ due
to the guidelines for various programs and
agencies, but the planning process for this
variety of natural ‘adverse events’ could be
concurrent even if not consistent.

Local and regional planning
processes should be facilitated by
local government (with support)
and the resulting plans seem the 

‘logical primary interface’ for allocating
further government (and charity) support.

As we discussed ideas for how a local ‘Drought
RRR' process might work, people often got
quite enthusiastic. It was suggested by many,
that this kind of process would best be
facilitated by local government: local councils
at the community level and at the regional
level by the Regional Organisations of Councils
(ROCs such as RAPAD).
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The Idea 
a community-led model of 

Resilience, Relief and Recovery (RRR) Planning

The details of the planning process are yet to
be finalised and would be developed during a
trial and pilot. However, in broad terms, the
process would be to: 

(1) Develop a snapshot of current ‘drought
situation’ (and the effect of other adverse
events).
(2) Analyse the impacts using ‘external’
(scientific) indicators and also ‘local’
(subjective) indicators.
(3) Analyse the impacts and risks from
drought and the current capacity (including
resilience) to deal with these ‘shocks’.
(4) Identify capacity gaps and vulnerabilities.
(5) Prioritise community objectives in relation
to drought (and adverse events) and set goals. 
(6) Identify where additional support is
required from state and Commonwealth
government, as well as charities and others. 
(7) Produce a Regional ‘RRR’ Plan and a sub-
set of Local Community Plans for presen-
tation.

The model is based on a number of key under-
lying principles and learns from the experience
of working with the QDMA. It contains a
number of key elements:

The model sketched out graphically on the
following pages is rudimentary and a “very
early” draft. It emanates from the ideas and
comments of many people we met on our
field trips, as well as ideas and concepts
already discussed in a variety of reports and
documents. The model recognises that the
current context for Drought ‘Resilience, Relief
and Recovery’ planning is very dynamic at
present and there are a number of important
developments underway at both Queensland
and Commonwealth government levels.
However, we have attempted to allow for a
number of alternative scenarios without trying
to “double-guess” possible government de-
cisions.

This model is designed for the current context
in Queensland.

Community-level, collective planning for
drought ‘preparedness, response and recov-
ery’ does not replace the efforts required by
individual agricultural businesses (and other
businesses) to plan for their own activities.
This community planning process seeks to
deliver shared community outcomes. 

The process is to be facilitated by local
government. However, local government
should be assured adequate support from
other spheres of government (funding, resour-
ces and expert advice) to be able to carry out
the model effectively.

Local government at the ‘local’ and ‘regional’
level will be supported by a non-government
‘Backbone’[26] organisation (perhaps such as
Red Cross). This is a trusted organisation
whose role is particularly to "support the
facilitators" and help "keep the process
together and on track".
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*This organisation supports the facilitation
and assists to organise, implement and
coordinate the collective work. It does not
seek to influence the outcomes

Supported By...
‘Backbone' Organisation* 
(e.g. Red Cross Queensland)

Local and Regional Drought (and adverse event)
Resilience, Relief and Recovery (RRR) Planning

At Regional & Community Level

Led By...
Regional Organisation of Councils
and Local Councils

Various People and Organisations, to be Selected by the Facilitators and
Backbone Organisation

Input From...

Including town and rural property residents,
young and old 

Local Citizens

For Support, (Traditional) Knowledge, Experience,
Resources Australian Government

Local Businesses
Large and small, agricultural and other businesses
For Support, (Traditional) Knowledge, Experience,
Resources

Religious, sporting, social, QCWA, local Red Cross
etc.

Key Community Groups 

For Support, Knowledge, Experience, Resources

Not-for-Profit Organisations
Charities, 'Wellbeing' and 

For Support, Knowledge, Experience, Resources

Local Government
For Support, Knowledge & Expertise, Venues

(Advice, Expertise, Support & Resources) 

NRRR, Future Drought Fund, BOM, Public Health
Network, Other Government Departments &
Agencies – various. 

Queensland Government

(Advice, Expertise, Support & Resources)

DAF, QFES, QRA, DCDSS, Department of Health,
Other Government Departments and Agencies –
various. 

Key Representative Bodies
For Advice, Expertise, Support & Resources:
AgForce, QFF, RFDS, LGAQ

Universities
For Advice & Support: USQ, JCU
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A Model of Resilience, Relief & Recovery Planning

1

"Getting Started"
REGIONAL PLANNING FORUM | 2-3 days
Hosted by: Regional Organisation of Councils - Facilitated by: ROC and Backbone Organisation

2

"Listening to Community"
LOCAL PLANNING FORUMS | over 6 months (including 1 or more community meetings)
Facilitated by: Local Councils, Local Facilitators and Backbone Organisation

3

"Putting it all Together"
CONSOLIDATION FORUM | 2 days
Hosted by: Regional Organisation of Councils – Facilitated by: ROC and Backbone Organisation 

4

"Joint Planning and Resource Allocation"
RESOURCE ALLOCATION MEETING | with resource/program providers (govt. and non-govt.)

stage

stage

stage

stage

Explain process: timelines roles and responsibilities.
Snapshot of current and projected situation – presentations and discussion.
Mapping of key impacts across all indicators.
Identify regional priorities  – most significant impacts.
SWOT analysis – identify regional resources to respond and gaps in resources/knowledge.       
Prepare Draft Action Plan.
Identify key communities for inclusion in Stage 2.
ToT for local Stage 2 Facilitators and organise logistics, resources and invitations for Stage 2.

TASKS

Snapshot of current and projected Regional and Local situations – presentations and
discussion.       
Presentation of key impacts across all indicators (test/trial  practical sets of indicators). 
Feedback and validation of local impacts, and gaps/vulnerabilities.
SWOT analysis – identify local resources to respond and gaps in resources/knowledge/
capacity.   
Identify external assistance required.
Review Draft Regional RRR Action Plan – for guidance Prepare Draft Local RRR Action Plan 

TASKS

– with priorities, goals, objectives and resources required.

Presentation of an overview of local plans – discussion.
Review concurrence and/or difference between Regional draft and Local plans… discussion,
comments and proposed amendments.
Consolidation of Local plans into Draft Regional Plan.
Decide about changes to Draft Regional Plan and how to accommodate local circumstances.
Develop Regional RRR  Plan – including actions and responsibilities. 
Develop any necessary amendments to Local RRR Plans.
Identify Critical Regional resource/support needs.
Present Draft Regional RRR Plan and Local RRR Plans to relevant government agencies,
NGOs/Charities, and Private sector (sources of advice and resources). 
Gather and collate feedback from Resource/Program Providers.

TASKS

Presentation of Draft Regional and Local RRR Plans (Overview) and summary of collated
feedback/response.    
Discussion of feedback/response issues… Suggestions to modify Regional and/or Local
plans.   
Presentation of Final (draft) Regional RRR Plan – response within agreed period by
Government, NGO, Business sector, and key stakeholders.     
Finalisation of Local RRR Plans.
Public release of Final Regional and Local RRR Plans – public response and commitments by
Government, NGOs, Business sector, Charities and key stakeholders.
Need for ongoing M&E and Review process.

TASKS
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Explain process: timelines roles and

responsibilities.

Snapshot of current and projected

situation – presentations and discussion.

Mapping of key impacts across all

indicators (test/trial practical sets of

indicators: external and ‘local’) – current

and projected.

Identify regional priorities – most

significant impacts.     

SWOT analysis – identify regional

resources to respond and gaps in

resources/knowledge.

Prepare Draft Action Plan. 

Identify key communities for inclusion in

Stage 2.

ToT for local Stage 2 facilitators.

Organise logistics, resources and

invitations for Stage 2.

TASKS

Member Council Mayors

Local Disaster Coordinators

District Disaster Coordinators

QRA

DAF 

Relevant National Drought agency (e.g. NRRR) 

Key stakeholders (see input list) 

First Nations Elders and knowledge holders

Key private sector

Invitees, including technical and university

experts (e.g. USQ/JCU)

REGIONAL PLANNING FORUM  
(2-3 days)

HOSTED BY: 
Regional Organisation of Councils – e.g. RAPAD

INCLUDING:

 
FACILITATED BY: 
ROC and Backbone Organisation (e.g. Red Cross)

stage
1
"Getting Started"

In Detail: Model of Resilience, Relief & Recovery Planning
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stage
2

Snapshot of current and projected

regional and local situations –

presentations and discussion.

Presentation of  key impacts across all

indicators (test/trial  practical sets of

indicators) – current and projected. 

Feedback and validation of local impacts,

and gaps/vulnerabilities. 

SWOT analysis – identify local resources

to respond and gaps in resources/

knowledge/capacity.

Identify external assistance required

Review Draft Regional RRR Action Plan –

for guidance.

Prepare Draft Local RRR Action Plan – with

priorities, goals, objectives and resources

required.

TASKS

Council Mayor and Staff

Local Disaster Coordinators

Key Local Stakeholders (see input list)

First Nations Elders and Knowledge Holders

Relevant Invitees

REGIONAL PLANNING FORUM  
(over 6 months)

ONE OR MORE COMMUNITY MEETINGS

INCLUDING:

FACILITATED BY: 
Local Councils and Backbone Organisation

SUPPORTED BY:
Backbone Organisation (e.g. Red Cross)

"Listening to Community"
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Presentation of an overview of local plans

– discussion. 

Review concurrence and/or difference

between regional draft and local plans…

discussion, comments and proposed

amendments.

Consolidation of local plans into draft

regional plan.     

Decision about changes to draft regional

plan and how to accommodate local

circumstances.

Develop Regional RRR  Plan – including

actions and responsibilities. 

Develop any necessary amendments to

Local RRR Plans. 

Identify critical regional resource/support

needs.   

Present Draft Regional RRR Plan and Local

RRR Plans to relevant government

agencies, NGOs/charities, and private

sector (sources of advice and resources).

Gather and collate feedback.

TASKS

Member Council Mayors 

Local Disaster Coordinators 

District Disaster Coordinators

QRA

DAF 

Relevant National Drought agency (e.g. NRRR) 

Key stakeholders (see input list)

First Nations Elders and knowledge holders;

Key private sector

Invitees, including technical and university

experts (e.g. USQ/JCU)

CONSOLIDATION FORUM  
(2 days)

HOSTED BY: 
Regional Organisation of Councils – e.g. RAPAD

INCLUDING:

...BUT SMALLER THAN STAGE 1 

 
FACILITATED BY: 
ROC and Backbone Organisation (e.g. Red Cross)

stage
3
"Putting it all Together"
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stage
4

Presentation of Draft Regional and Local

RRR Plans (overview) and summary of

collated feedback/response.

Discussion of feedback/response issues...

Suggestions to modify Regional and/or

Local Plans.

Presentation of Final (draft) Regional RRR

Plan – response within agreed period by

government, NGO, business sector, and

key stakeholders.

Finalisation of Local RRR Plans

Public release of Final Regional and Local

RRR Plans – public response and

commitments by government, NGOs,

business sector, charities and key

stakeholders.

Need for ongoing M&E and review

process.

TASKS

Member Council Mayors

Local Disaster Coordinators

District Disaster Coordinators

QRA

DAF

Relevant National Drought agency (e.g. NRRR)

Key stakeholders (see input list)

First Nations Elders and knowledge holders

Key private sector 

Invitees, including technical and university

experts (e.g. USQ/JCU)

PLANNING FORUM  
(2 days)

HOSTED BY:
Regional Organisation of Councils – e.g. RAPAD

INCLUDING:

FACILITATED BY: 
ROC and Backbone Organisation (e.g. Red Cross)

"Joint Planning & Resource Allocation"
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*Members of the Red Cross Queensland Drought Management Reference Group
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