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Executive Summary 

Emergency planning in Australia has traditionally been inwardly focused on the roles, 

responsibilities and strategies of emergency services and other supporting agencies (Gissing, 

2016), and engagement programs largely focused on information provision (Australian 

Government, 2010 ). In recent years, however, there has been greater recognition of the need 

to involve the community in planning (Comrie, 2011, Paton and McClure, 2013), where 

communities members are considered equal partners in decision-making relating to preparing 

for, responding to and recovering from emergencies.  

 

Public participation in planning and decision making has not been well evaluated, but where 

evaluated positive benefits have been identified (Benson et al., 2016, Nous Group, 2013, 

Daellenbach et al., 2015, Bath and Wakerman, 2015, Reed, 2008). Benefits that have been 

identified include stronger local relationships, enhancement of social capital and improved  

understanding of risks (Nous Group, 2013, Daellenbach et al., 2015).  

 

This study reviewed global academic and grey literature relating to public participation in 

emergency planning, and explored lessons learnt through a series of case studies. 

 

A number of specific engagement theories and models were reviewed including: 

 International Association for Public Participation 

 Changeology 

 Community-Based Social Marketing 

 Community based participation research. 

 

In addition a number of learning theories were reviewed including: 

 Behaviourism – focus on observable behaviour 

 Cognitive – learning as purely a mental/neurological process 

 Affective – role of emotions and affect in learning 

 Social – humans learn best in group activities.  

 

Key Findings 

 
Based on a review of these theories and models, and an analysis of cases studies, a series of 

better practice principles are established: 
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1. Understand the community - The implementation of community-based planning 

should be based on a thorough understanding of the full diversity of the at-risk 

population in terms of their needs, vulnerabilities and resiliencies (Daellenbach et al., 

2015). Stakeholders identified as relevant need to be well understood and 

represented within engagement processes (Reed, 2008). 

2. Engage early and often - Community involvement should be considered as early as 

possible and throughout the engagement process (Reed, 2008).  

3. Allow sufficient time - Timeframes should be identified with the community and not 

dictated them.   

4. Be flexible and tailor approaches - Participation methods should be tailored to the 

context (Paton and McClure, 2013). There will not be one single approach that works 

across all contexts, the process needs to be flexible (Daellenbach et al., 2015).  A 

flexible approach is required to account for the complexities and the various time 

commitments of community members.  

5. Agree on objectives from the outset - Objectives of any process involving the 

community need to be agreed among stakeholders at the outset (Reed, 2008). 

6. Acknowledge the community as equals - Community members must be 

acknowledged as equal partners in developing the plan, where their input is 

recognised as an important contribution to decision making. Equality must also exist 

between participating community members.  

7. Engage in two-way dialogue - Community participation should be based on mutual 

respect and trust and involve two-way deliberative dialogue dealing with the public 

value of propositions, resulting in decision-making being negotiated between all 

relevant stakeholders in a transparent manner. Community expectations need to be 

managed, where community members will not be able to influence a decision then 

participation is not appropriate and communities should be made aware of why. 

8. Utilise skilled facilitation expertise - Skilled facilitation perceived as impartial, open 

to multiple perspectives, approachable and across technical details is essential to 

achieving an effective outcome (Reed, 2008, Australian Government, 2010 ). 

9. Utilise expert and local knowledge - Institutional, scientific and local flood risk 

knowledge must be utilised, and two-way learning between participants should be 

encouraged (Reed, 2008). 
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10. Utilise and build social capital - Strong social capital including local relationships and 

local capacity is as a critical enabler. Community involvement in planning should be 

designed to also build and support social capital. 

11. Evaluate programs - A process of frequently evaluating and learning is essential to 

ensure the improvement of future programs (Australian Government, 2010 ). 

Communities should be involved in the evaluation process and evaluation design 

should be considered from the outset.  

12. Foster a culture of community participation - An organisation’s culture and 

leadership must support the involvement of community members in decision making 

throughout the disaster management cycle.
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Introduction  

Emergency planning in Australia has traditionally been inwardly focused on the roles, 

responsibilities and strategies of emergency services and other supporting agencies (Gissing, 

2016), and engagement programs largely focused on information provision (Australian 

Government, 2010 ). In recent years, however, there has been greater recognition of the need 

to involve the community in emergency planning (Comrie, 2011, Paton and McClure, 2013). 

Neil Comrie in the Victorian Floods Review stated: 

 

“During consultation with councils in my role as the Bushfire Royal Commission 

Implementation Monitor, I have become aware of diverse examples of communities working 

with councils and agencies to develop resilience to adverse events, including but not limited to 

emergencies. This work has developed organically and in many cases, the desire to build 

resilience has developed during the recovery phase following an emergency or other event that 

has affected the community. A key factor in the success of these resilience building initiatives 

is the ability of agencies and councils to support and facilitate the process, sharing expertise, 

and providing access to resources. Should the process become too prescriptive, the initiatives 

may experience poor engagement or participation from both community and agency 

participants” (Comrie, 2011; p220). 

 

Pearce (2003) identified the need for a shift in emergency planning from planning for 

communities to planning with communities. Further stating that when the community is not 

involved in the emergency management processes, the community may often question 

decisions that have been made. Stakeholder participation in decision making relating to 

floodplain risk management is also acknowledged by international and regional treaties such 

as the Arhus Convention 1999, and the European Flood Directive 2007/60/EC (Wehn et al., 

2015).  

 

However, community participation in emergency planning has not been formerly defined. In 

a public health context, community participation is defined as: 

 

“the process by which members of the community, either individually or collectively and with 

varying levels of commitment: (a) develop the capability to assume greater responsibility for 

assessing their health needs and problems; (b) plan and then act to implement their solutions; 

(c) create and maintain organizations in support of these efforts; and (d) evaluate the effects 
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and bring about necessary adjustments in goals and programmes on an ongoing basis” 

(Australian Government, 2010 ; p 206). 

 

Based on Mansuri and Rao (2004), the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Societies (2014) identifies two types of participation: 1) Participation that occurs organically 

from the communities’ own initiative to be active in some form of social change and, 2) 

induced participation when an outside organisation wants to implement a project and 

therefore induces community participation in that project. 

 

Despite its recognised importance, few evaluations exist that research the effectiveness of 

involving community members in emergency planning (Turoff et al., 2013). Of those that do 

exist, all identified some benefits to involving community members in emergency planning 

processes. These studies are briefly described below: 

 UK Regional Flood and Coastal Committees - Evaluation focused on the success of 

social learning through local stakeholder involvement within Regional Flood and 

Coastal Committees in the UK, concluding that personal and group learning outcomes 

were evident to varying degrees, suggesting that stakeholder participation was 

relatively successful (Benson et al., 2016). 

 Country Fire Authority (CFA) Community Led Planning – evaluation of a pilot program 

of community led emergency planning concluded that those involved developed 

stronger local relationships and had an improved understanding of their community 

and who may be affected by a disaster (Nous Group, 2013). 

 Community Response Planning, Wellington, NZ – an initial evaluation found that 

participants felt that the process was a step towards developing a more resilient 

community, through the development of enhanced social capital (Daellenbach et al., 

2015). 

 

Studies into community involvement in other contexts though based upon limited evaluations 

have concluded that public participation can be beneficial and leads to better decision making. 

Research into public participation in primary health care has revealed a small but significant 

body of evidence that supports the notion that community involvement is associated with 

improved health outcomes (Bath and Wakerman, 2015). In an environmental context Reed 

(2008) concluded there is evidence that involving the community can enhance decision 

making, possibly due to more comprehensive information inputs. However, the quality of 
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decision making was largely dependent on the nature of the participatory approach (Reed, 

2008). 

Existing engagement approaches 

There is considerable variation in the types of approaches undertaken to engage the public in 

disaster risk reduction. These range from national education campaigns instigated by 

government and non-government organisations and departments to those targeted 

specifically at individuals and/or communities. The overall goal of these approaches is 

consistent in seeking to reduce the vulnerability of at-risk populations.  

 

In many ways traditional emergency management approaches recognise citizens as spectators 

rather than active participants in decision making (Wehn et al., 2015). This is reflected in the 

practice of many emergency service community engagement approaches that have employed 

multiple one-way communication tools to inform and educate the public about the risks they 

face. These include: brochures, radio, television, newspaper, websites and community 

meetings.  

 

These top-down or one-way communication platforms assume the community to be a 

uniform group of individuals with the same values and needs (O'Neill and Wales, 2004). 

Arnstein (1969) makes the case that this view is simplistic and that the process of effectively 

informing the public is far more complex. It is critical that those responsible for developing 

these programs know ‘the who, what and why’ of their need-to-share risk information (Bier, 

2001). Without this, programs may fail to take into account the public’s experience, 

knowledge, interests, concerns, fears, values, priorities and preferences (Bier, 2001, Bird et 

al., 2009, Bird et al., 2010, Haynes et al., 2007, Haynes et al., 2008).   

 

For example, many emergency management engagement strategies are often unsuccessful at 

reducing vulnerability as they are based on the assumption that a layperson’s risk awareness 

and behaviour depend merely on what information is available and its veracity (Demeritt et 

al., 2011). The presumption is that this knowledge inevitably leads to a more prepared 

community as its citizens observe and obey warnings and evacuation messages without 

consideration of the multitude of factors that may inhibit compliance (Figure 1). It is therefore 

critical to acknowledge and try to encompass the diversity inherent within communities in the 

development of any risk education and engagement program (Chess et al., 1988). 
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Figure 1 - Logic model of assumed process from education to response, including the factors 

that impede desired outcomes (from Bird and Gísladóttir, 2012a and references within) 

 

Arnstein (1969) states that true engagement only takes place if the decision-making process 

is negotiated between the community and officials so that the community has the opportunity 

to influence the outcome of any plans or programs. For these programs to be successful, they 

need to build on partnerships between officials and the community, based on mutual respect 

and trust (Otway and Wynne, 1989). Engagement, based on a two-way, deliberative dialogue, 

allows agencies to hear individual views from at-risk populations while providing an 

opportunity for agencies to negotiate the best outcomes for all stakeholders (Bier, 2001, 

Powell and Colin, 2008). Thus, emergency management agencies should be striving to work in 

partnership with at-risk populations and acting more as facilitators rather than directing 

change. Dufty (2010) argues that from this angle, agencies will be better able to support the 

community to build social capital -- networks, competencies, leadership -- for preparedness, 

response and recovery.  

 

Positively, there is a growing shift from traditional top-down or managerial approaches to a 

greater emphasis on shared dialogue and an ongoing and active relationship with the 

community – in effect a more democratic approach where community participation plays a 

much stronger role (Head, 2007). For example, the 100 Resilient Cities Challenge (2015)  

identifies shared ownership of decision-making as an integral attribute of a city that can 
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withstand, respond to and adapt more readily to shocks and stresses. This same sentiment 

lies behind the realisation by the US Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). To 

ensure success FEMAs approach is to leverage all available resources through a Whole of 

Community attitude in preparing for, protecting against, responding to and recovering from 

all hazards (FEMA, 2015).  Building from the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015, the 

Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 also advocates a shared 

responsibility model (UNISDR, 2015; p. 6), where sharing refers to community involvement in 

disaster risk reduction.  

 

In Australia, a key component of the Council of Australian Governments’ (COAG) National 

Strategy for Disaster Resilience is a Community Engagement Framework. The purpose of the 

framework is to provide guidance to emergency managers on how to engage with the 

community so that at-risk-populations are included in the planning process. In this context, 

the Australian Government defines community engagement as the “process of stakeholders 

working together to build resilience through collaborative action, shared capacity building and 

the development of strong relationships built on mutual trust and respect’’ (Attorney-

General’s Department, 2013; p. 2).  

 

The Community Engagement Framework places strong emphasis on the need to work with 

communities, stating that engagement means “working in partnership with the community, 

building on existing networks, resources and strengths, identifying and supporting the 

development of community leaders and empowering the community to exercise choice and 

take responsibility” (Attorney-General’s Department, 2013; p. 3). The framework 

acknowledges that community engagement must be central to the business of the emergency 

management sector, being fully embedded within its culture and practice. As such, 

community engagement is necessary across the emergency management spectrum of 

prevention, preparedness, response and recovery (PPRR). However, different styles of 

community engagement will be necessary dependent on the particular context (Attorney-

General’s Department, 2013). 

Key Advantages and Risks 

A review of case studies relating to stakeholder participation in an environmental 

management context has identified key advantages and risks associated with participation 

(Luyet et al., 2012). These are listed below: 
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“Advantages of participation: 

 Better trust in decisions 

 Improving project design through local knowledge 

 Better understanding projects and issues 

 Integration of various interests and opinions 

 Optimising implementation of plans and projects 

 Public acceptance of decisions 

 Fostering and developing social learning 

Risks of participation: 

 Expensive process 

 Time consuming process 

 Potential stakeholder frustration 

 Identification of new conflicts 

 Involvement of stakeholders who are not representative 

 Empowerment of an already important stakeholder” (Luyet et al., 2012) 

 

In the context of road safety, Howat et al. (2001) identified barriers to community 

involvement as a lack of leadership, lack of skills and knowledge, limited time of community 

members, inappropriate program focus, adherence to one approach or process, inappropriate 

program evaluation, lack of resources and a lack of sustainability. Further, Irvin and Stansbury 

(2004) identify that if community members are misled into thinking their decisions will be 

implemented but in practice they are ignored, resentment will develop overtime. 

 

Wehn et al. (2015) identified specifically in the context of flood risk management that the 

lower the community’s perception of flood risk, the more limited their interest in participation 

will be. Similarly, Irvin and Stansbury (2004) recognised that a barrier to effective engagement 

was the public not recognising the issue under consideration as a concern.  

 

Reed (2008) emphasises the need to abandon a tool kit approach in favour of placing emphasis 

on participation as a process, which is underpinned by an appropriate philosophy and 

considers how best to engage relevant stakeholders with consideration of time and manner 

to ensure effective and fair decision-making.  
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In light of the above, this report considers the various models of community engagement and 

learning theories by reviewing the academic and grey literature1, and explores their potential 

efficacy for promoting community involvement in emergency planning. The report outlines 

the challenges of community engagement by examining existing programs and provides a list 

of principles for effective community involvement in emergency planning.  

                                                           

1 Research that lies beyond the peer-reviewed academic literature. 



 

14 
 

Method 

A search of relevant literature was conducted in January/February 2016 using Google Scholar 

and the Macquarie University Library database, and the Google internet search engines for grey 

literature. The search utilised a combination of pre-defined keywords including: flood OR 

disaster OR emergency AND community engagement, community involvement, community 

participation, community education, public engagement, public education, community 

preparedness, engagement effectiveness, preparedness effectiveness, and engagement 

evaluation. As these primary articles were read, further work from specific authors was 

scrutinized to ensure key literature was not missed.  

 

As part of the review, five case studies were chosen in consultation with NSW SES as good 

examples of community participation initiatives in emergency planning. Information regarding 

each was sourced from responsible organisations. Follow-up discussions were had with 

representatives or coordinators from each case study in order to learn more about their 

experiences. 

 

Relevant NSW Legislation was identified relating to flood emergency planning and is also detailed 

in this report. 

 

  



 

 

Engagement Theories and Models 

The following engagement theories and models are outlined in this section: 

 International Association for Public Participation 

 Changeology 

 Community-Based Social Marketing 

 Community-based participation research 

 Histories and memories 

 

International Association for Public Participation 

The International Association for Public Participation (more commonly referred to as the IAP2) 

seeks to “promote and improve the practice of public participation or community engagement, 

incorporating individuals, governments, institutions and other entities that effect the public 

interest throughout the world” (IAP2, 2016). The IAP2 has summarised and categorised 

literature on different forms of participation and community involvement (Head, 2007). From 

this, IAP2 developed a ‘Spectrum’ to help groups define the public’s role in any public 

participation process. The five processes are to: inform, consult, involve, collaborate and 

empower.   

 

In Australia, the National Strategy for Disaster Resilience Community Engagement Framework 

(Attorney-General’s Department, 2013) uses a model approach that is based on the IAP2 

Spectrum (Figure 2) and outlines three fundamental principles for effective community 

engagement:  

 Understand the community: its capacity, strengths and priorities 

 Recognise its complexity, and 

 Partner with the community to support existing networks and resources. 
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Figure 2: Community Engagement Model for Emergency Management (Attorney-General’s 

Department, 2013) 

 

Changeology 

Changeology was developed by Les Robinson to ‘enable groups, communities and societies to 

do things they’ve never done before’ (Robinson, 2012). It’s a step-by-step process that builds 

off other design models including: program logic, proceed-precede and social marketing 

(Robinson, 2009). The program is designed around two levels of planning (Figure 3): 

a) Program level planning – which defines the medium/long-term objectives of the 

program and is done at the start and reviewed every few years. 

b) Project level planning – the design of on-the-ground projects that engage the 

community and decision makers in changes that contribute to the longer-term 

objectives. 
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Figure 3: The enabling Change process – a simple program may have several projects 

(Robinson, 2009). 

 

Changeology’s philosophy is based on the concept that to enable change across the 

community, buy-in must be sought from all parties to succeed and so it must include a diverse 

mix of stakeholders from technical experts to experienced community activators. The 

underlying goal is to give people a “credible answer to their real life frustrations (while also 

tackling our environmental problem) (Hopkins, 2014).”  

 

Community-Based Social Marketing 

Community based social marketing (CBSM) is a distillation of learning’s from psychology and 

social marketing (McKenzie-Mohr, 2000). The psychology literature concludes that if one 

wishes to encourage behavioural change then it is wise to ensure it is accepted at the 

community level and to do this you need to engage directly with the people (McKenzie-Mohr, 

2013). Social marketing uses traditional marketing skills to inform and influence the 

community (Kotler and Zaltman, 1971) about desired social changes. Social marketers begin 

by being sympathetic to the obstacles that are standing in peoples’ way of undertaking 

behavioural changes and then strategically deliver programs that target strategies to 

overcome these obstacles (Andreasen, 1995, McKenzie-Mohr, 2000).  

 

CBSM is based on the principal that behavioural change is most effective when focused at a 

community level in a personalised fashion (McKenzie-Mohr, 2000, Kennedy, 2010) – not on a 

broad scale. It has shown to be much more effective at creating change compared to 
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information-based campaigns (McKenzie-Mohr, 2013, Pallak et al., 1980, Cheng et al., 2011). 

McKenzie-Mohr (2013); p. 8 advocates that this is due to its pragmatism, which entails: 1) 

carefully selecting the desired behaviour; 2) identifying the barriers to and benefits associated 

with that behaviour; 3) developing strategies that use behavioural change tools to remove 

barriers and rectify behaviours; 4) running a small pilot study and refining it; and 5) evaluating 

the impact once the program has been implemented.   

 

The key component of CBSM is the third where strategies are developed to take into account 

behavioural change tools (Kennedy, 2010). These are the same tools used by the social 

marketers but are now applied on a personal level. This is important because the research 

clearly indicates that people are most likely to change their behaviour in response to direct 

appeals from others (McKenzie-Mohr, 2013; p. 10). These tools include obtaining obligations 

or commitments from the participants, developing and reinforcing norms, using captivating, 

credible and effective communications and incentives (McKenzie-Mohr, 2013, Kennedy, 

2010).  

 

Community-Based Participatory Research 

Community-based participatory research (CBPR) has developed on the back of evidence 

highlighting that communities themselves possess substantive resources, strengths, and skills 

that can be engaged to address problems (O'Fallon and Dearry, 2002, Israel et al., 2001, 

McKnight and Kretzmann, 1993). Initially developed to help solve fundamental public health-

related issues, CBPR is increasingly used to address environmental issues.  

 

CBPR is a collaborative, partnership approach often involving community members, officials 

from government departments and/or agencies and academic researchers. The partners 

share knowledge, expertise, responsibilities and ownership of the issues to increase the 

general understanding of the problem (Israel et al., 2001). What differentiates CBPR from the 

more traditional community-based research approaches is that the community and its 

partners are fully integrated in the research process, in other words the researcher does not 

drive the process. The community is recognised as a social and cultural entity with active 

engagement in all aspects (Israel et al., 2001, Hatch et al., 1993, Israel et al., 1998, Schulz et 

al., 1998).  

 

CMPR is based upon a series of key principles including:  
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1. Recognising the community as an identity 

2. Building on strengths and resources within the community 

3. Facilitating collaborative, equitable involvement of all partners in all phases of the 

research 

4. Integrating knowledge and action for the mutual benefit of all partners 

5. Promoting a co-learning and empowering process that attends to social inequalities 

6. Involving a repeatable and iterative process 

7. Addressing problems from both a positive and environmental perspective 

8. Sharing all knowledge and learnings with all partners, and 

9. Having a long-term commitment from all partners (Israel et al., 2001). 

 

The main advantage of this approach is that participants from diverse backgrounds come 

together to solve complex problems. It aims to improve the quality of the research as local 

knowledge is used and to enhance the relevance and use of the research while helping to 

overcome the possibility of distrust among the community by virtue of their active 

involvement (Viswanathan et al., 2004, Israel et al., 2001).  

 

An excellent example of community-based initiative in relation to emergency management is 

the ‘Be Ready Warrandyte’ campaign in Victoria (McLennan, 2015, McLennan et al., 2015). 

Although Warrandyte avoided the 2009 Black Saturday fires that engulfed Victoria, it was 

pretty clear to most of the community that they had been lucky and needed to be better 

prepared in the future. Up to that point in time, they had not appeared too concerned about 

bushfire planning and many felt the CFA messaging was ineffective (McLennan et al., 2015). 

The Warrandyte Community Association initiated collaboration between community 

volunteers, local government and the CFA. The project committee included community 

volunteers, Community Fireguard leaders, local CFA Fire Brigade Captains, paid staff from the 

emergency management departments of two Councils, community safety personnel from two 

CFA Districts and government representatives. A local project management business was 

brought in to coordinate the project. Its main objective was to increase the number of 

Warrandyte households with an effective bushfire plan and it did this by informing and 

engaging with local residents, businesses and community groups – it was not about telling 

them what to do (McLennan et al., 2015). 
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It began with the tagline ‘Living with Bushfire Risk’ to emphasise that it was not a scare 

campaign but another rational insurance decision for people who choose to live in or near the 

bushlands (McLennan et al., 2015). Over time, Be Ready Warrandyte (BRW) became an award 

winning, community-led bushfire preparedness project that had a reputation for 

complementing emergency management community safety approaches whilst also 

challenging and influencing them (McLennan et al., 2015). The main lessons learned from the 

BRW approach has been that this is an effective method for sharing responsibility in bushfire 

preparedness and has demonstrated new ways in which the emergency management sector 

can communicate with communities. It has shown the value of community led initiatives 

(McLennan et al., 2015, McLennan, 2015).  

 

Histories and Memories 

There is evidence to show that experience of disasters and emergencies is an important factor 

in personal preparedness (Terpstra, 2011). Disaster experience is often assumed to increase 

people’s risk perceptions and preparedness motivations, however some studies have shown 

opposite effects. 

 

Opportunities arise to engage when the risk of damage becomes apparent through actual 

experience (i.e. a person experiencing a flood) or through the experiences of others (i.e. 

someone else experiencing a flood). Mileti (2004) described these opportunities as the 

‘golden rule’, concluding that the experience of one good disaster is more powerful than all 

the sophisticated materials and behavior modification techniques. 

 

Flood experiences can be retained and shared through a range of engagement techniques 

relating to oral, visual and written histories and memory recording. Such approaches have 

been extensively used in the past to engage with flood prone communities within the NSW 

Hunter Region. 

 

Learning Theory 

Historically, most approaches to enhancing disaster preparedness were designed by engineers 

and planners (think non-educators) from emergency management agencies or government 

departments, not by specialist educators well versed in learning theory and practice (Dufty, 

2014a). Preston (2012); p. 1 states “there is surprisingly little writing in the [disaster risk 

reduction] field of education/pedagogy itself” with disaster education being a “new area of 
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enquiry”. Learning theory itself comes from education psychology and theorises that human 

learning can be grouped into four broad ‘domains’ (Dettmer, 2005): 

1. Behaviourism – focus on observable behaviour 

2. Cognitive – learning as purely a mental/neurological process 

3. Affective – role of emotions and affect in learning 

4. Social – humans learn best in group activities. People’s perception of risk and how it 

may be managed is influenced by information shared by others who share similar 

interests and values (Paton and McClure, 2013).  

 

Dufty (2014a) identified eight learning theories and teaching approaches from these four 

learning domains (Table 1). 

Table 1: Summary of relevant disaster resilience learning theories and activities (Dufty, 

2014b). 

Learning 

domains 

Theory/Pedagogy Relevance Learning activities 

Behavioural Programmed 

instruction 

Rehearsing behaviours 

required prior to a disaster 

Drilling, exercising, training 

Cognitive Information 

processing 

Disaster information needs 

to be processed to trigger 

appropriate behaviours 

Warning messages, social 

media, media releases, signage, 

crowdsourcing 

Gestalt Risk perception, decision-

making, attention, memory 

and problem-solving are all 

important requirements for 

appropriate disaster 

behaviours 

Awareness-raising documents 

and web sites (e.g. risk, 

preparedness actions), role 

plays related to disaster 

scenarios, maps 

Constructivist People construct learning 

from disaster information 

and experience 

Oral histories, social media, 

diaries, personal research 

Affective Experiential Prior or learned experience 

is an important factor in 

people’s disaster 

preparedness and resilience 

Gaming, simulations, virtual 

reality training, exercising 

Social and 

emotional 

Emotional factors play an 

important part in people’s 

preparedness and resilience 

Workshops, social and 

emotional learning programs in 
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Learning 

domains 

Theory/Pedagogy Relevance Learning activities 

schools, resilient therapy, 

social media, counselling 

Transformational People may need to change 

to prepare appropriately for 

future disasters 

Role playing, disaster case 

studies, mind exploration, 

critical reflection 

Social Situated 

learning/commun

ities of practice 

Social capital has been 

shown to be a major factor in 

community resilience 

Social media, post-disaster 

community meetings, 

resilience forums, community 

engagement 

 

 

Participatory Methods and Examples of Practice 

Many different community engagement and education programs fail because they do not 

engage with the public in a participatory manner that reflects the engagement theories and 

learning models outlined so far. The use of questionnaire surveys, interviews and 

neighbourhood meetings is often viewed as a reasonable method of true participation, but in 

reality this approach is often adopted so decision makers can show ‘evidence’ of involvement 

with at-risk populations. These participants are often just seen as statistical entities with the 

success of ‘participation’ measured only by the number of respondents to a survey or the 

number of people who attend meetings (Arnstein, 1969). 

 

Bier (2001) argues that to build trust and reasonable outcomes government agencies must be 

willing to share their decision-making power with at-risk populations. Failure to do so will 

result in target populations that feel alienated and distrustful (Haynes et al., 2008, Bier, 2001). 

In southern Iceland, for example, residents were encouraged to have their say about 

evacuation plans from volcanic hazards but many felt that the plans, once they had been 

developed, had failed to take into account their concerns and this left them feeling distrustful 

(Bird et al., 2011, Bird et al., 2009). Immediately prior to and during the Eyjafjallajökull 

eruption in 2010, however, officials undertook better consultation to solve issues with local 

residents and develop more suitable strategies and this was viewed very positively (Bird and 

Gísladóttir, 2012b). 

 



 

23 
 

In Brazil, as in other countries, governance is a top-down process with citizens being given the 

opportunity to influence decision-making just once every four years by voting in elections. 

Consequently, many people feel like they have little opportunity to influence public policy 

(Tigre, 2015). Fed-up with this process, citizens from Rio de Janeiro, created Meu Rio (My Rio) 

in an effort to enhance greater participation in decision making processes. Via Meu Rio’s 

online platform, residents can initiate discussions and raise issues with their elected officials 

and each other (Tigre, 2015). Linking with other community organisations under the banner 

of Rede Nossas Cidades, Meu Rio to encourages broader collaboration across a network of 

groups. The overall principal is that each citizen should be provided with an opportunity to 

discuss local issues and influence decision-making (Tigre, 2015).  In its first three years of 

operation 50 local policies were changed with an active support base of over 5,000 local 

residents for some and only five in others. These relatively simple models can easily be 

replicated to help informal networks, such as online forums, become legitimised. The success 

of Meu Rio highlights the value of public participation with citizens being able to change 

policies even when their local governments are slow to do so (Tigre, 2015). 

 

There are various types of participatory methods used to facilitate community engagement 

that works towards involvement and empowerment. These include: focus groups, public 

meetings, workshops, conferences, individual discussions, participant observations, online 

consultations, establishing a policy council, policy round tables (joint planning / decision 

making forum) and establishing consultative committees. To foster participatory engagement 

they must engage the community in two-way deliberative dialogue with the community. Table 

2 (adapted from Luyet et al. (2012)) summaries the extent to which different techniques 

incorporate community involvement. 

 

The choice of method needs to be considered in the context of the engagement – the nature 

of the issue, community characteristics, complexities, readiness, needs and values, 

timeframes, community trust and report, availability of resources and the objectives and 

purpose of the engagement (Attorney-General’s Department, 2013). Other examples of 

participatory methods, that reflect one or several components of the engagement theories 

and learning models outlined above, are detailed in the following sections. 
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Table 2 - summary of engagement techniques 

Technique Information Consultation Collaboration Co-

decision 

Empowerment 

Newsletter / 

brochure 

X     

Presentations/ 

public hearings 

X X X   

Internet web-

page 

 

X X    

Interviews, 

questionnaires 

and surveys 

X X X   

Field trips  x x   

Workshop  X X X X 

Participatory 

mapping 

  X X X 

Focus group   X X X 

Citizen Jury  X X X X 

Citizen science   X   

Citizen Panels 

and Citizen 

Representatives 

  X X X 

Future search   X X X 

Social media, 

crowd sourcing, 

volunteered 

geographic 

information 

X X X X X 

Role playing / 

drill 

  X X  

Scenario analysis  X X X X 

 

Citizen Panels: Citizen Representation and Citizens Jury  

Citizen panels, whereby the public are invited to act in an advisory capacity, encompass a 

range of approaches, including Citizens Jury and Citizen Representation (Crosby et al., 1986, 

Brown, 2006). Brown (2006) postulates that Citizen Panels offer significant benefits in terms 
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of facilitating representative democracy alongside providing justification and endorsement of 

political decisions. 

 

An example of Citizen Representation occurs in the United States and is organised by the 

Citizens Corps (Department of Homeland Security, 2015). Brought together to enhance 

community preparedness for disaster at the local level, the Citizen Corps community-planning 

meetings involve citizen representatives and leaders, ensuring that a good cross-section of 

the community has a seat at the table so that all sectors of the community are represented. 

Members of this group are charged with developing community emergency plans, 

undertaking outreach within their local area, educating and training the public and 

undertaking certain activities to assist emergency management agencies during disasters 

(Department of Homeland Security, 2015). 

 

Another excellent example of community engagement through participatory methods is a 

Citizens Jury. This process typically involves 15 to 24 randomly selected citizens for three days 

of hearings. During this period, citizens hear from a variety of witnesses, deliberate among 

themselves and report their findings to decision-makers and the wider public (Carson et al., 

2000, Jefferson Center, No Date, Smith and Wales, 2000, Wakeford and Singh, 2008). This 

method ensures the public is fully informed and engaged before they make any decisions 

(Blamey et al., 2000, Crosby, 1995, M. Konisky, 2001).  

 

A Citizens Jury was used as a deliberative decision-making process among residents and 

stakeholders to help improve water quality in the Bronte Catchment, NSW. 70 residents 

volunteered to participate in the jury with 15 selected on the basis of their availability over 

three days of jury service. The aim was to find a balance in jury participation of demography, 

environmental attitudes, community participation and involvement in local government. The 

jury considered detailed reports, papers and expert witnesses and was able to question the 

experts, test the evidence and deliberate together. At the close of the jury over 50 

recommendations were directed to community groups, council, state government agencies 

and departments and non-government agencies. The Citizens Jury recommendations were 

then used to develop an Integrated Stormwater Management Plan. The main lessons learned 

from this process was that for a sustainable change to occur it must involve the community 

and that this community must be more broadly defined than simply, rate-paying residents. It 

was found that when ordinary citizens are supported with good processes and information, 
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they produce highly relevant and achievable recommendations for the general benefit of the 

community (Office of Environment and Heritage, 2011). 

 

Citizens Science 

Citizen science is a term used to describe communities or networks of community members 

who act as observers in some domain of science (Goodchild, 2007). Citizen science has been 

increasingly used both here in Australia (Green Cross Australia) and internationally (Citizen 

seismology) where the general public is recruited to collect, process and communicate 

information relating to environmental or natural disasters. This approach works well in 

developing countries where official monitoring is thin on the ground (Garcia, 2012, Stone et 

al., 2014). Essentially, citizen science helps to promote awareness and risk communication 

while generating an increased sense of shared responsibility.  

 

Future Search 

A future search brings together various stakeholders that represent a significant cross-section 

of the community (Future Search, 2003). In a disaster risk reduction setting, this would include 

at-risk populations, emergency services, policy makers, etc. As a group, participants’ discuss 

their ideals and desires for the future. The output of these discussions is a shared vision of the 

future that then forms the basis for debate on what strategies are needed to address specific 

policy issues to achieve this future scenario. A future search “relies on mutual learning among 

stakeholders as a catalyst for voluntary action and follow-up” (Future Search, 2003).  

 

Mitchell (2006) applied a future search in Montserrat and St Kitts as a method to address 

stakeholder knowledge and understandings of disaster risk reduction. The benefits that arose 

from the future search were enhanced trust among the various groups involved and 

ownership of the results, both of which were generated by the democratic nature of the 

process. Mitchell (2006), however, also found that unless participants are willing to take the 

initiative to complete the action-planning phase – i.e. debate and develop strategies needed 

to address specific policy issues – the desired outcomes of the process may not be 

accomplished. 

 

Scenario Planning  

Scenario planning engages at-risk populations using an integrated approach that combines 

both the physical and social sciences. Physical and social risk assessments are developed as 
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narratives with the participants encouraged to work through the possible impacts to identify 

stakeholder responsibilities, actions, attitudes and assumptions. This allows a more tailored 

approach to engagement, which can result in the development of more appropriate education 

programs (Barclay et al., 2008, Hicks et al., 2014).  

 

An excellent example of scenario planning occurred in San Francisco through a program 

entitled ResilientVille. Since Hurricane Katrina there had been a growing awareness of the 

critical role that neighbourhoods play in both the response and recovery phases of a disaster. 

In 2007 a group of concerned residents including neighbourhood and merchant associations, 

non-profit and faith-based organizations, foundations and academic institutions was created 

around a simple mission: empowering the neighbourhoods of San Francisco to get themselves 

to a satisfactory resilient condition. The idea was to use collective problem solving by 

streamlining access to organisations, programs, resources and technical support. Several 

programs were developed including ResilientVille, a role-playing exercise which advances 

participant awareness of the short and long-term benefits of problem solving at the 

neighbourhood level. At the heart of ResilientVille is the belief that if communities work 

together on issues that present themselves on a daily basis, then residents develop crucial 

decision making skills and relationships that over time strengthen their ability to respond to a 

wide variety of unforeseen challenges and opportunities. Participants play out “real-world” 

scenarios that allow them to assume the identity of neighbourhood stakeholders as they 

design solutions to common challenges to their neighbourhood. Whilst San Francisco has yet 

to have a significant event to test Resilientville, there have been some great learnings that 

have already been established. These centre on the fact that the main stakeholders in the 

community have already met one another, worked together and established trust. This will 

prepare them for when a disaster strikes as they will already be well acquainted with one 

another and should be able to work together seamlessly rather than just meeting each other 

for the first time after the event has occurred (Neighbourhood Empowerment Network, 

2014).  

 

Participatory Mapping 

Maps are frequently used to communicate information regarding hazards and risks to the 

public alongside being the basis for emergency response and evacuation plans. However, 

research has shown that the public does not necessarily interpret maps the way in which they 

were intended. For example, Haynes et al. (2007) found that everyday citizens have difficulty 
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construing their environment when presented as a mapped representation in traditional plan 

view or 3D format. Nevertheless, maps are essential tools in engaging at-risk populations. For 

example, participatory 3D mapping has been used as community-based tool in respect of 

planning initiatives for climate preparedness and response in Papua New Guinea and the 

Solomon Islands (ReefResilience, 2016). Mwanundu and Fara (2009) note that participatory 

maps have the ability to present socially and culturally distinct information that are typically 

excluded from mainstream maps. Essentially, participatory maps reveal how people relate to 

their environment (ReefResilience, 2016).  

 

Drills and exercises  

Drills and exercises that involve community members have become more widespread in their 

use, in particular in relation to earthquake hazards with the running of large community 

exercises in the United States and New Zealand. Evaluations of these events (Wood and Gilk, 

2013) have shown that similar to real earthquakes events, simulations also prompt 

information seeking and preparedness action. Drills have also been successful in prompting 

individuals to discuss with others the drill itself and about earthquake safety and 

preparedness. Five and half million people participated in the first ShakeOut Drill in California 

in 2008. An evaluation of the drill found positive associations between those that participated 

and their level of earthquake knowledge. The post evaluation survey though demonstrated 

the challenges involved in increasing preparedness with one-third participants surveyed 

admitting they were still unprepared for a large scale earthquake (The Norman Lear Center, 

2009). 

 

Social Media, Crowdsourcing and Volunteered Geographic Information 

Over the last five years there has been a rapid change in the emergency management space 

with social media turning traditional one-way communication into two-way dialogue 

(Alexander, 2014, Anikeeva et al., 2015, Bird et al., 2012, Tang et al., 2015). Social media 

provides a platform whereby the public not only interacts among themselves but also with 

government agencies and other key stakeholders. Online groups create a sense of community 

and provide opportunities for the public to articulate issues and problems, while sharing 

knowledge and experiences through stories, pictures and videos (Risk Frontiers, 2015). In this 

sense, the public voluntarily share geographic information related to natural hazard events – 

a practice coined ‘Volunteered Geographic Information’ or VGI (Goodchild, 2007).  
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However, simply disseminating information out via social media, or retrieving it through 

crowdsourcing mechanisms does not mean agencies are truly engaging with the public. For 

example, a one-way flow of information does not fully realise the processes outlined in the 

IAP2 ‘Spectrum’. Considering current practices, Dufty (2015) argues that social media is 

underutilised in Australia with respect to engaging in disaster resilience learning.  

 

As postulated by Haworth and Bruce (2015), VGI is (or should be) a highly valuable resource 

to the emergency management sector with respect to providing accurate and timely spatial 

and temporal data in all aspects disaster prevention, preparedness, response and recovery. 

VGI helps agencies overcome resource issues in terms of acquiring and analysing data in a cost 

effective and timely manner, which is critical particularly in times of a crisis. One of the more 

well-known examples of this are Ushahidi’s crowdmaps that have become essential resources 

for agencies during disaster response and recovery, such as the 2010 Haiti earthquake and 

Typhoon Haiyan that impacted the Philippines in 2013 (see haiyan.crowdmap.com).  

 

Starbird (2011); p. 3 suggests “The motivation for participation on crisis-related crowdsourcing 

platforms is imbedded in the social needs of individuals to help in the face of tragedy.” In this 

sense, VGI has the potential to empower and facilitate community connectedness (Goodchild, 

2007, Haworth et al., 2015). This is because contributors fulfil their own social needs of 

assisting others during the event while at the same time receiving support and enhancing 

social capital from the broader community (Starbird, 2011).  

 

Considering the nature of data acquisition, questions arise about the validity of VGI. 

Proponents of VGI argue, however, that by crowdsourcing information from multiple sources, 

a more accurate picture of an event is likely to form (e.g. Goodchild and Glennon, 2010, 

Sennet et al., online). Nevertheless, crowdsourced information is often onerous to sort and 

analyse, particularly when there is a plethora of poor and high quality data in the mix. Hence, 

various groups have developed methods that facilitate the verification of data during times of 

crises (e.g. Hung et al., 2016).  

 

One of the many initiatives that have evolved from Ushahidi is the Resilience Network 

Initiative (http://cityresilience.net/), which aims to enhance the flow of information and 

empower people through the use of open source technologies (such as Ushahidi crowdmaps). 

The Resilience Network Initiative builds tools with the nominated Rockefeller 100 Resilient 

http://cityresilience.net/
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Cities either with the Chief Resilience Officer or with community-based organisations. Hence, 

it is focused on creating partnerships and increasing capacities for engagement. By being open 

source, all tools and methodologies remain in the public domain and can thus be applied by 

other governments, community-based organisations or individuals with respect to meeting 

their own resilience challenges.  

 

An example of one of the tools emanating from the Resilience Network Initiative is FirstToSee 

(http://firsttosee.org/), developed for the region of and surrounding Puget Sound, 

Washington. Recognising that disasters often challenge a well-prepared individual, household 

or agency, FirstToSee is a mobile app that helps support situational awareness by collecting, 

filtering, mapping and sharing information during large-scale disasters. FirstToSee provides a 

platform to which first-responders can upload critical information in the forms of photos, 

videos and situational reports. The system can also be used to farm social media posts related 

to specific events, view incoming reports and rapidly find critical information.  

 

Another Resilience Network Initiative tool, Maker Cities (http://www.makercities.net/), 

incorporates a Future Search methodology by inviting users to imagine an ideal of how they 

want their city to look in 2025. This ideal is realised by creating an online map that other 

people can support and help refine. The purpose of this multiplayer game is to empower 

people by providing them with a platform to collaboratively create ideas for an ideal future 

and showcase these to an international audience. Maker Cities suggests “Sometimes the best 

way to imagine creative responses, shift our thinking, rekindle optimism and move towards 

action is by gaming and having fun...” (http://www.makercities.net/#about).  

 

Government Public Participation Frameworks 

The Victorian Auditor-General's Office (2015) defines an overall better practice framework 

approach to public participation in Government decision making. The elements of better 

practice are defined as: 

 

1. Clearly define the decision required, and the scope of the public participation exercise 

2. Understand who is affected and how they should be included 

3. Identify the resources, skills and time required for effective public participation 

4. Document the public participation and management approach 

5. Implement the public participation plan and monitor its progress 

http://firsttosee.org/
http://www.makercities.net/
http://www.makercities.net/#about
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6. Evaluate the public participation exercise and apply continuous improvement (Victorian 

Auditor-General's Office, 2015) 

 

Similar recent guidance has also been developed by State Governments in Tasmania, South 

Australia and the ACT. The South Australian guidelines contain a series of six community 

engagement principles: 

1. We know why we are engaging 

2. We know who to engage 

3. We know the history 

4. We start together 

5. We are genuine 

6. We are creative and engaging (South Australian Government, 2013). 

 

Detailed Case studies 

A series of in-depth cases studies have been developed through interviews with various 

program owners and are presented to illustrate processes for achieving community 

involvement in planning and challenges that have been experienced. These are provided in 

Attachment 1. 

 

Evaluation Methods    

Evaluation of the success of any intervention seeking change is critical. Australian Government 

(2010 ) found evaluations of community engagement regarding natural hazards as being few, 

emphasising that evaluations should be frequent and provide an evidence base for what 

works in certain community contexts. It is not known why evaluations have been few in 

number. The Victorian Auditor-General's Office (2015) guidelines on public participation in 

Government decision-making states: 

 

“While the amount of effort should be tailored to the scale of the project, all public expenditure 

should be evaluated to confirm it has achieved the intended result” (Victorian Auditor-

General's Office, 2015; p 16). 

 

Key benefits of evaluation have been identified as: 

 enhancing practice by identifying lessons and achievements 

 contributing to setting best-practice standards 
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 help to build an evidence basis for innovative community engagement practices 

 providing the opportunity for public involvement (Queensland Government, 2011). 

 

The NSW Government (2016) has developed guidelines on program evaluation. These 

guidelines outline the required process for managing an evaluation and also provide insights 

into the possible methodologies that might be adopted, and should be referred to when 

planning and conducting evaluations. A series of principles are outlined including: 

 “Build evaluation into your program design 

 Base your evaluation on sound methodology 

 Include resources and time to evaluate 

 Use the right mix of expertise and independence 

 Ensure proper governance and oversight 

 Be ethical in the design and conduct 

 Be informed and guided by relevant stakeholders 

 Consider and use evaluation data meaningfully, and 

 Be transparent and open to scrutiny” (NSW Government, 2016; p 5) 

 

There are three primary purposes of community engagement evaluation: 

1. Summative – focused on answering if the activity was successful or not, examining 

the achievement of objectives in terms of processes and outcomes. 

2. Formative – focused on the question of what can be done better, examining the 

processes of engagement against objectives and identifies any unexpected barriers or 

opportunities. 

3. Evaluation research – focused on the question of what has been learnt (Queensland 

Government, 2011) 

 

Evaluation should be a structured process including being focused and purposeful; based on 

clear performance criteria derived from the objectives of the activity; the systematic 

collection of evidence and conducted in a careful and objective manner (Queensland 

Government, 2011). 

 

The NSW Government evaluation guidelines do not address evaluation methods involving 

communities as active participants in the evaluation process. Queensland Government 

guidelines, however, state that evaluation, whenever possible, should be a participatory 
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process (Queensland Government, 2011). In this context the following two methods are 

explored.  

  

Participatory Evaluation  

Participatory evaluation is a partnership approach to self-assessment, whereby the 

stakeholders are actively engaged in the evaluation and its implementation. The concept is 

based on the idea of shared knowledge (Jackson, 2014, Zukoski and Luluquisen, 2002). The 

stakeholders (donors, partners, beneficiaries, communities, funders etc) are involved right 

from the outset to: 

1. Identify the relevant questions to be asked 

2. Plan the design 

3. Select the methodology 

4. Gather and analyse the data 

5. Reach consensus about findings and recommendations 

6. Share results and create an action plan (Zukoski and Luluquisen, 2002).  

 

The process honours voices, perspectives, preferences and decisions of the most affected and 

generally least powerful stakeholders of the program (Rossman, 2000). Its proponents claim 

five main benefits from adopting a participatory evaluation process: 

1. By involving those that are most directly impacted by the program or policy it is very 

straightforward to establish what is actually happening with the program – identifying 

both successes and failures. 

2. Key stakeholder groups feel empowered through participation  

3. Capacity and skills are developed across the stakeholders 

4. Higher probability that information developed through the program will be used to 

make mid-course adjustments and corrections to the programme 

5. Substantial benefits towards team building and creating commitment to the 

programme (Rossman, 2000). 

 

Empowerment Evaluation 

Empowerment evaluation is a democratic approach to evaluation aimed at increasing the 

probability of a community engagement program being successful. It first came into use in 

1993 (Miller and Campbell, 2006) with its principal aim being “to help people help themselves” 

(Fetterman, 1996; p. 5). It does this by: 
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1. Providing stakeholders with the tools required to assess their program from planning to 

implementation to self evaluation, and, 

2. Ensuring that evaluation is part of the planning and management of the programme going 

forward (Fetterman and Wandersman, 2005).  

 

Empowerment evaluation is based on a set of 10 guiding principles that represent the core 

values of the method; how you create a culture that is ready for improvement and how this is 

done on a repeatable basis (Wandersman et al., 2004). Like most evaluation tools it is 

designed to improve the programmes or polices but what sets it apart from other approaches 

is that it does this by providing the stakeholders with the capacity to do it themselves, on a 

continual basis, under the guidance of evaluators.  

 

Community Involvement in Emergency Planning 

Basis for flood emergency planning in NSW 

The authority and basis for flood emergency planning in NSW is established in the NSW State 

Emergency Service Act 1989. Section 12 of Act states: 

“12 Planning and preparation by Commissioner  

(1) The Commissioner is required to undertake such planning and make such preparations as 
the Commissioner thinks fit for the purpose of enabling the Commissioner’s functions under 
this Act to be exercised in the most effective manner.  
(2) The Commissioner may constitute committees to collate and assess information, or give 
advice or assistance to the Commissioner or any other person or agency, in relation to the 
functions of the State Emergency Service.  
(3) The Commissioner is to arrange for the collation, assessment and public dissemination of 
information relating to floods, storms and tsunamis” (NSW SES Act 1989 Section 12) 
 

Flood Emergency Planning Process  

Multiple representations of emergency planning processes have been developed, mainly with 

common elements. The planning process as described in the Australian Emergency 

Management Manual on Flood Preparedness is provided in Figure 3. Each of these phases are 

already described within the NSW SES Planning Manual and are not outlined further in this 

report. 

http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/nsw/consol_act/sesa1989241/s3.html#commissioner
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/nsw/consol_act/sesa1989241/s3.html#commissioner
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/nsw/consol_act/sesa1989241/s3.html#commissioner
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/nsw/consol_act/sesa1989241/s3.html#commissioner
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/nsw/consol_act/sesa1989241/s3.html#function
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/nsw/consol_act/sesa1989241/s3.html#exercise
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/nsw/consol_act/sesa1989241/s3.html#commissioner
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/nsw/consol_act/sesa1989241/s3.html#commissioner
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/nsw/consol_act/sesa1989241/s3.html#function
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/nsw/consol_act/sesa1989241/s3.html#state_emergency_service
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/nsw/consol_act/sesa1989241/s3.html#commissioner
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Figure 3: Flood Planning Process (Australian Government, 2009) 
 
In the context of flood emergency planning there are specific planning considerations that 

should be thought about when planning for specific functions. For example in the context of 

evacuation the following needs to be considered amongst others: 

 What areas may require evacuation? 

 What will be the triggers for evacuation? E.g. Gauge height of when levee is in danger 

of failing 

 How will the at-risk community be warned to evacuate? 

 Where will the at-risk community be encouraged to take shelter? 

 How will they get there? 

 When will it be safe for residents to return to their homes? 

 

Detailed planning considerations for specific functions are documented in the Australian 

Emergency Management Manual on Flood Preparedness (Australian Government, 2009). 

Exercises and questionnaires can be used to plan for specific functions. Sample planning 

questionnaires are provided in Annex D of the NSW SES Planning Manual. 
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Other elements for developing effective emergency plans are: 

 Plans should focus on general principles and not specific details (Quarantelli, 1998, 

Perry and Lindell, 2003). 

 Plans should be based on an accurate knowledge of emergency risk (Perry and Lindell, 

2003, Quarantelli, 1998, Tierney, 1993).  

 Plans must be inter-organisational in scope, involve end users, be tied to training, be 

exercised and improved upon in an ongoing manner (Sutton and Tierney, 2006, Heide, 

1989).. 

 Plans must be embedded within the management culture of those who will use them 

(UK Cabinet Office, 2011).  

 The involvement of the community in the development of emergency plans, and 

supporting communities to develop their own emergency plans is encouraged (UK 

Cabinet Office, 2011, Perry and Lindell, 2003, Council of Australian Governments, 

2011, United Nations, 2008).  

 Plans must be based upon realistic assumptions about social behaviour during 

emergencies (Sutton and Tierney, 2006, Quarantelli, 1998, Perry and Lindell, 2003, 

Tierney, 1993). 

 Plans need to be maintained and regularly reviewed to ensure they remain up to date 

in the context of the risk profile they have been developed to manage.  

 Planning of different governmental, non-government organisations and communities 

must be linked and integrated with one another. Planning must also be vertically 

integrated and consistent i.e. national, state, regional and local.  (Quarantelli, 1998, 

Perry and Lindell, 2003, United Nations, 2008). 

 Plans should consider the diversity of the community and vulnerable groups, and 

facilities for example aged care (Tasmanian Government, 2015).  

 Plans should consider all magnitudes of emergency events. 

 
There is no single structure that can be utilised as a standard for all emergency plans. This is 

due to the different nature of risks impacting different communities and because plans at 

different levels (e.g. local and regional) have different purposes (Australian Government, 

2009). Australian Emergency Management Manual on Flood Preparedness provides a sample 

structure of headings for a Local Flood Plan which correspond to the structure used currently 

by the NSW SES in Local Flood Planning. 
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In the United Kingdom, The Environment Agency has produced a practical guide that enables 

communities and groups to create their own flood plans. It was produced to help save lives 

and minimise damage and distress caused by floods following recent large flooding events in 

the UK. It outlines what needs to be considered, the steps to be taken to inspire and involve 

residents, local communities and groups to work together in preparing for the risk of flooding. 

The guide seeks to provide users with a practical, no-nonsense approach that they can easily 

follow. Their template starts with explaining why planning is important and the information 

people will need to get started. It then helps people to develop a flood plan by becoming 

aware of flooding locations, actions that need to be taken before and during an event, and 

resources and organisations that can help (Environment Agency, 2012). The uptake however, 

of this approach is not known. 

 

An Australia community-based example is the Jewish Emergency Management Plan (JEMPvic 

Community Support, 2016) established to assist the Jewish community in the instance of local 

and international emergencies. Arising from two significant tragedies, the Jewish Emergency 

Management Plan details coordinated planning for response and recovery to large-scale 

emergencies in addition to community preparedness education – all of which are specifically 

designed for the Jewish community. The Plan aims to promote self-reliance and mutual 

support and has since been modelled by other Australian and international organisations.  

 

A community flood planning process was piloted by NSW SES in 2006 in Eugowra. Previously 

a Flood Emergency Plan had been developed in 1994 for the small town of Eugowra as part of 

the new Cabonne Shire Local Flood Plan following a severe flood in 1990. Although a review 

of the Plan had been initiated when flooding occurred in November 2005, neither emergency 

services nor the general community were familiar with the plan. With limited information 

available on the likely consequences of flooding, the whole town was asked to evacuate to 

the nearby township of Parkes. The majority of the residents did not respond to the warnings 

and remained in the town. Many claimed that they knew the creek in question better than 

the Bureau of Meteorology and the NSW SES and that the floodwaters would never achieve 

the heights that had been claimed (Gissing et al., 2007). 

 

It was clear that residents had little understanding of the Plan or a sense of ownership of it. 

Three weeks after the event a community meeting was held where residents voiced their 

frustration at a lack of consultation and consistency in both the warnings and evacuation 
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messages, the lack of existing flood information in the community and the manner in which 

the evacuations were conducted (Gissing et al., 2007).  

 

The main lesson learned from this incident was that a transparent planning process driven 

and owned by the community is crucial to ensure a proactive response when an emergency 

occurs. The community must be aware of the risks and what the arrangements are in times of 

an emergency (Gissing et al., 2007). 

 

A further community-led planning  process for flood has been conducted by NSW SES in 2014, 

in the town of Uranquinty, NSW, where residents realised a collaborative effort was needed 

with respect to preparing for flood, with the aim to enhance property protection and 

evacuation during future events. This program came about following floods in 2010 and 2012 

and resulted in the establishment of the Uranquinty Community Safety Group and the 

development of a flood action plan supported by the NSW SES. The plan had community buy-

in and ownership across all affected at-risk populations and included financial support from 

the Wagga Council, Origin Energy and local suppliers (Leckie and Richards, 2015).  

 

The main learnings from Uranquinty threw traditional thinking regarding responsibility for 

natural disasters on its head. The rapid occurrence of flooding in Uranquinty means that 

emergency services will not always be able to respond in a timely manner. Community buy-in 

and ownership of emergency response plans is critical. By applying their local knowledge and 

working together to develop solutions appropriate to the local environment (built, natural 

and social), Uranquinty residents have established stronger community connections and feel 

more confident in managing future flood events (Leckie and Richards, 2015). 

 

NSW SES have also utilised online approaches to consult with communities. This has included 

the use of the NSW SES Your Say website to consult with communities regarding community 

based responsibilities as part of the NSW State Flood Emergency Plan review in 2015. No 

formal evaluation of this process has been conducted. 

 

The Country Fire Authority piloted a community led planning process to improve community 

ownership of plans, enhance risk awareness and enhance the agencies access to local 

knowledge. A facilitator was assigned to work with a Community Steering Committee (8-10 

people). The planning process consisted of five phases (Nous Group, 2013): 
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 Community profiling; 

 Analysing the risk; 

 Engagement Plan; 

 Creation of Plan; and   

 Implementing actions. 

Key lessons identified through an evaluation of the program included (Nous Group, 2013):  

 Having the right people involved is important; 

 Local dynamics requires a flexible approach; and 

 Community led planning should be acknowledged as a long term process. 

 

Better Practice Principles  

Through engagement theory and case studies a series of better practice principles can be 

derived to support the design of processes to support the involvement of community 

members. In the context of flood emergency planning and involving communities in floodplain 

risk management the following better practice principles are recommended: 

1. Understand the community - The implementation of community-based planning should 

be based on a thorough understanding of the full diversity of the at-risk population in 

terms of their needs, vulnerabilities and resiliencies (Daellenbach et al., 2015). 

Stakeholders identified as relevant need to be well understood and represented within 

engagement processes (Reed, 2008). 

2. Engage early and often - Community involvement should be considered as early as 

possible and throughout the engagement process (Reed, 2008).  

3. Allow sufficient time - Timeframes should be identified with the community and not 

dictated them.   

4. Be flexible and tailor approaches - Participation methods should be tailored to the 

context (Paton and McClure, 2013). There will not be one single approach that works 

across all contexts, the process needs to be flexible (Daellenbach et al., 2015).  A flexible 

approach is required to account for the complexities and the various time commitments 

of community members.  

5. Agree on objectives from the outset - Objectives of any process involving the community 

need to be agreed among stakeholders at the outset (Reed, 2008). 

6. Acknowledge the community as equals - Community members must be acknowledged 

as equal partners in developing the plan, where their input is recognised as an important 
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contribution to decision making. Equality must also exist between participating 

community members.  

7. Engage in two-way dialogue - Community participation should be based on mutual 

respect and trust and involve two-way deliberative dialogue dealing with the public value 

of propositions, resulting in decision-making being negotiated between all relevant 

stakeholders in a transparent manner. Community expectations need to be managed, 

where community members will not be able to influence a decision then participation is 

not appropriate and communities should be made aware of why. 

8. Utilise skilled facilitation expertise - Skilled facilitation perceived as impartial, open to 

multiple perspectives, approachable and across technical details is essential to achieving 

an effective outcome (Reed, 2008, Australian Government, 2010 ). 

9. Utilise expert and local knowledge - Institutional, scientific and local flood risk knowledge 

must be utilised, and two-way learning between participants should be encouraged 

(Reed, 2008). 

10. Utilise and build social capital - Strong social capital including local relationships and local 

capacity is as a critical enabler. Community involvement in planning should be designed 

to also build and support social capital. 

11. Evaluate programs - A process of frequently evaluating and learning is essential to ensure 

the improvement of future programs (Australian Government, 2010 ). Communities 

should be involved in the evaluation process and evaluation design should be considered 

from the outset.  

12. Foster a culture of community participation - An organisation’s culture and leadership 

must support the involvement of community members in decision making throughout the 

disaster management cycle.
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Detailed Case Studies 

Emergency Ready Communities - Melton and Wyndham City Councils 

Building from the National Strategy for Disaster Resilience - Community Engagement Framework, 

Melton and Wyndham City Councils developed a Municipal Community Profile and Engagement 

Framework in an effort to “strengthen partnerships between communities and councils by fostering 

ongoing collaboration, and embedding an emergency management structure long-term” (Mason, 

2015). Through this framework, they identified three tiers of social structures within the community: 

 Tier 1 Groups engage with or have responsibility to an entire Municipality 

 Tier 2 Groups have a social connection, and engage with or have responsibility to one or more 

neighbourhoods in a Municipality 

 Tier 3 Groups engage with a specific area within a neighbourhood in a Municipality.  

 

Tier 2 Groups were identified as the best level to engage with since they have established networks 

among a large cross-section of the community, they generate community participation and have 

distinct and trusted existing, new and emerging leaders. The idea of engaging with Tier 2 Groups is to 

enhance current engagement practices within the municipality, through the identification of new 

community leaders and groups (new being those who council are not currently engaged with). It is at 

this level that Melton and Wyndham City Councils applied their Emergency Ready Communities 

programs as part of the Western Areas Resilience Project.  

 

The first method of engagement involved the distribution of letters to Tier 2 Groups asking for 

expressions of interest in the Emergency Ready Communities programs. There was some follow-up 

phone calls made with offers to meet face-to-face. However, the councils’ view was the greater effort 

they placed in getting groups to be involved, the greater chance of having high dropout rates in the 

programs. Essentially, they considered that those who were willing to stand up and take ownership 

were likely to be the strongest advocates.  

 

From this, the councils ran an Emergency Ready Communities Leadership Program over a 10-week 

period. The aim of the program was to empower new and existing community leaders through the 

completion of a nationally recognised and accredited module in Community Services Work. The 

program resulted in excellent results, with participants establishing initiatives to engage with and 

promote participation among their community networks. These initiatives included the development 

of: 

 Culturally and linguistically diverse emergency awareness session on home emergency kits. 
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 Seniors’ Emergency Ready sessions with English, Hindi and Punjabi speaking seniors. 

 Karenni Triple Zero education sessions. 

It is hoped that these newly developed networks will continue to prosper and enhance long-term 

change in disaster resilience.  

 

Local Incident Management Planning – East Gippsland Shire 

Local Incident Management Plans (LIMPs) are a short document produced by communities within East 

Gippsland Shire, to raise public awareness and emergency preparedness across all hazards. Once 

produced they are distributed to all households, and tourist accommodation businesses across a 

community. 

LIMPs are produced by communities with facilitation and support provided by Council. To guide the 

process a committee is formed from local community stakeholders, along with representatives from 

Council and state government agencies. The first community in the Shire completed a LIMP in 2009, 

and since then some 20 plans have been completed. Plans are reviewed on an annual basis. 

 

The process of creating a LIMP is initiated by the community approaching Council. It is believed that 

this approach assists to build community ownership of the Plan. The typical process for establishing 

the LIMP includes: 

1. Arranging a community meeting, with Council assisting to promote the meeting. The first 

community meeting held is focused on mapping the community to identify the overall scope 

of the Plan, and key stakeholders. Communities are also asked to nominate how they would 

like to be involved in the development of the LIMP.  

2. The second meeting progresses through the Community Emergency Risk Assessment, so as to 

determine the risks of most concern to the community. 

3. The third meeting brings together community representatives, emergency services and 

government agencies, so that emergency services and government agencies can explain to 

the community what is being done to manage the risks identified. 

4. The next meeting reviews the initial risk assessment based upon information provided by 

emergency services and government agencies and makes decisions about content of the 

LIMP.  

To facilitate the development of the LIMP a short standard template is utilised. Once completed the 

Plan is launched and promoted within the community.  

 

Though no formal evaluations have been conducted, benefits believed to be achieved through the 

program include community members becoming more confident regarding what to do in case of an 
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emergency and enhanced relationships with local communities. Key challenges in facilitating the 

process include achieving the involvement of the broadest possible demographic; and maintaining 

community buy-in overtime. Council staff emphasised the need to be honest with communities and 

not to overcommit in promises to communities when Council may not be able to solve certain issues. 

 

Community Based Emergency Management - Victoria 

The Victorian Community Based Emergency Management is a collaborative planning and engagement 

process with the objective to ensure communities are better connected and support each other 

before, during and after emergencies. The Emergency Management Commissioner leads the initiative 

with the assistance of a project steering group comprising representatives from emergency services 

and local government.   

 

The approach utilises a five-step process, which has been developed and successfully piloted with the 

local community of Harrietville in 2014. The process includes the following components 

 Connecting people;  

 Gathering local knowledge;  

 Understanding hazards and risks;  

 Developing goals and solutions; and 

 Continuing to learn, share and improve. 

 

The Harrietville Pilot was supported by Emergency Management Victoria through the provision of 

facilitation support and involved the community developing a Community Emergency Management 

Plan. The process of the developing the Plan occurred through workshops and activities that 

encouraged locally based discussions and provided opportunity for participants from the community 

and organisations to learn from the past while developing a better understanding of existing plans 

and strategies. The development and exercising of a ‘local bushfire scenario’ continued to strengthen 

relationships, promote discussion and shape the development of goals and activities.   

The Plan is considered a ‘live’ document, which provides opportunities for more people to be involved 

while allowing for the Plan to evolve and reflect the requirements of the community overtime. 

 

No formal evaluations are available, though key learnings from the initial pilot activities have be 

nominated by the project manager as: 

 Prescriptive approaches are not appropriate. 
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 Creating the Plan is time intensive. In the Harrietville example it took 6 to 9 months to build 

relationships with the community, and then a further 6 to 9 months to assemble the Plan. 

 There is a perceived need to deliver a Plan, but it may not be the most appropriate outcome 

to achieve maximum community benefits. The discussion which arises is considered the most 

important component. 

 Culture change is a considerable challenge. Agencies need to be willing to let go. 

 It is clear that the process needs to work with the community and to appreciate what is 

important to the community. 

 In evaluating the process there is a need to appreciate the wider characteristics of a resilient 

community. 

 Need to take into account of what communities are already doing, and provide momentum 

to existing activities. 

 

Community Response Planning – Wellington, New Zealand 

The Wellington Region Emergency Management Office promotes community-driven response 

planning. Entirely owned and developed by the community, plans detail response measures to be 

adopted in the case of an emergency in addition to outlining preparedness strategies for individuals, 

households and neighbourhoods. Combining community representatives from stakeholder agencies 

and organisations, the working group’s role is to not only develop the plan but also ensure it is 

regularly maintained. While an Emergency Management Advisor may assist with the development of 

the plan, the specific contents are tailored to cater to individuals, households and neighbourhoods’ 

needs and characteristics. The process consists of three sessions, the first two focus on response 

planning in the context of no emergency support during a large emergency, to explore how 

communities may self-organise. The third session focuses on promoting an ongoing process of how a 

community can make itself more resilient. These sessions are supported by initial work to understand 

the community and key change drivers through engaging with community leaders. 

 

An initial evaluation of the program found the following (Daellenbach et al., 2015): 

 Communities vary in their expectations and needs and need to be flexible. 

 It is important to convince participants of the limitations of emergency services. 

 The exercise is more about creating relationships (growing social capital) and the process than 

just developing a Plan. 

 The time taken for the process to run varies, as some communities are ready earlier, and 

others take longer.  
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 The process is a significant time commitment from community members. 

 

In discussion with the program manager it was identified that the culture of emergency services and 

agencies was key to ongoing success of the program through the maintenance of community trust. To 

assist to build a supportive culture emergency service personnel are trained that they exist to support 

communities. A key challenge was also identified as community engagement with community 

involvement varying across communities. 

 

Uki Flood Group – Uki, New South Wales 

The Uki Flood Group emerged through community leadership following the occurrence of flooding. 

The mission of the group is to support and assist local residents, through establishing a network to 

provide information to those in need and assist emergency services through provision of local 

knowledge and coordination of local efforts. A local community leader initiated the program through 

engaging with the NSW SES. Initial engagement lead to a series of meetings which saw an expansion 

of stakeholders to include other community members, the RFS and NSW SES representatives from 

both Regional and Local Headquarters. Outcomes of the discussion led to a community survey 

identifying those who could assist displaced persons during a flood, building a website to share local 

flood information (ukiflood.org) and the establishment of a series of local coordinators. Discussion 

with the Regional Community Education Coordinator identified a key challenge to the program as 

being sustainability as people move through organisations or move from the local area. 

 


