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DISASTER LEGAL ASSISTANCE



Townsville Community Law 
& Disasters

Our history of disaster legal assistance:

◎ Floods (1998, 2010 - 2011, 2012, 2019)

◎ Severe Tropical Cyclone Justin (1997)

◎ Tropical Cyclone Tessi (2000)

◎ Severe Tropical Cyclone Larry (2006)

◎ Tropical Cyclone Anthony (2011),

◎ Severe Tropical Cyclone Yasi (2011)

Townsville experiences a major disaster every 2.5 years



Recurring Déjà vu

“There will be a report on the 
Bushfire Legal Help in the next few 
months I think, and this may well assist 
others to put plans in place. Looking 
down the barrel of TC Ului this 
weekend, we are again hopelessly 
prepared to respond collectively to 
these sorts of matters.”

> Email to LAQ colleague (13 July 2010)



Where to 
from here?
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The Model: Disaster 
Legal Assistance



Disaster Legal Assistance has 6 components:

◎ Disaster Legal Needs

◎ Disaster Legal Assistance Planning

◎ Disaster Legal Assistance Plans

◎ Disaster Legal Assistance

◎ Disaster Legal Assistance Forum

◎ Disaster Legal Assistance Best Practices

The Components



Disaster Legal Assistance operates over 3 tiers:

1. State (Jurisdictional) 

Queensland Legal Assistance Forum

2. District (Regional LAFS)

Regional Legal Assistance Forums

3. Local (if needed)

Local Services

The Legal Assistance Sector will collaborate with 
the Disaster Management Sector at each tier in 
planning processes

The Tiers



Disaster Legal Assistance operates over 3 tiers:

◎ At each tier legal assistance and disaster 
management will engage in collaborative 
processes including Disaster Legal Assistance 
Planning (State-wide plan)

◎ State (Jurisdictional) and District (Regional) 
tiers processes will lead to Disaster Legal 
Assistance Plans (sub-plans)

◎ Planning at Local level can occur where 
District (Regional) frameworks (e.g RLAFS) 
don’t exist 

Collaboration



Disaster Legal Assistance will drive:

◎ New processes: disaster legal needs 
assessment and disaster legal assistance 
planning.

◎ New collaborations and outputs of those 
processes: disaster legal assistance plans.

◎ New outcomes of those processes: disaster 
readiness.

◎ Evidence-based processes: disaster legal 
needs.

◎ Opportunity to build capacity and create 
better community outcomes

Model Outcomes



◎ The overall model uses a process 
(continuous feedback loop) that sits 
alongside the disaster cycle and mirrors the 
comprehensive approach. Each process 
contributes continuous feedback.

◎ The assessment of disaster legal needs is 
both the starting point of planning for 
disaster legal assistance and an outcome of 
what is learned from the experience of 
disasters and providing disaster legal 
assistance.

◎ Just as the disaster cycle is continuous, so 
too has disaster legal assistance been 
conceived.

Continuous Feedback



Each stage of Disaster Legal Assistance 
complements the Disaster cycle:

◎ Prevention

◎ Preparedness

◎ Response and

◎ Recovery

The model has a natural starting point at 
Assessment of Disaster Legal Needs which 
aligns with the Recovery phase

Complements Disaster 
Cycle



"What then is legal need? Legal problems 
can be defined as disputes for which there 
is potentially a legal resolution . They can 
range from the relatively minor to those 
that can have a considerable impact, such 
as eviction from housing or unfair dismissal 
from a job." (Mirlees, 2020).

◎ An assessment of Disaster Legal Needs 
will be undertaken within each tier

◎ Each assessment will consider disaster 
legal needs against 3 areas

Disaster Legal Needs



“A community prepared to 
effectively respond to a natural 
disaster will have a disaster response 
plan in place. A successful disaster 
response is one that places the rights 
of humans at the center.” Rice (2017)

Rights-based approach:

◎ Capacity development

◎ Participation

◎ Transparency

◎ Accountability

◎ Non-discrimination

Human Rights



"For 10 years, Southeast 
Louisiana Legal Services has 
been on the frontlines helping 
people recover from the storm."

Laura Tuggle, Southeast Louisian
a Legal Services



roles and responsibilities in the response, and less clarity in public-facing 
communication in the initial periods of disaster response.65 

21.47  We are aware of efforts, at the local level, to develop planning arrangements for the 
delivery of legal assistance services during a natural disaster. For example, 
Townsville Community Law, a community legal centre in Queensland, is undertaking 
the Disaster Readiness for the Legal Assistance Sector project. This project has been 
funded through the Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements and will develop an 
operational model and disaster legal assistance plan which could be integrated within 
Queensland’s disaster management arrangements.66 There is merit in considering 
whether similar processes could be replicated nationally. 

21.48  Establishing preplanned disaster responses for nongovernment sectors allows for 
the timely delivery of services. We recognise that any planning for these sectors must 
also be sufficiently flexible to support a local, ontheground recovery response that 
reflects the nature of the disaster and its impacts on existing services.67 

21.49  Non-government organisations should be included in recovery planning processes 

at the local, regional, jurisdictional and national levels as appropriate. 

Non-government sectors involved in response and recovery should establish their 

own strategies and plans to address the recovery needs that follow natural 

disasters. 

Donated goods 

21.50  The donation of physical goods, 
including food and material, by 
the community and charities 
plays a significant role in 
individual and community 
recovery. However, despite the 
best intentions, this often 
results in unsolicited donations 
of goods, which may be 
inappropriate or do not meet 
the specific needs of the 
community.69 

21.51  Responding to significant 
unsolicited donations of goods 
also requires the development 
of arrangements to transport, 
store, sort and distribute 
donations as well as to dispose 
of unneeded or inappropriate 
goods – diverting efforts from other aspects of recovery.70 

21.52  The National Guidelines for Managing Donated Goods emphasises that financial 
donations are preferred in supporting recovery efforts. Financial donations provide 
choice, empower people by promoting personal decisionmaking, are more flexible 
and support local economies by encouraging local buying.71 Donated goods, instead 

Figure 84: An influx of unsolicted donations can 
quickly overwhelm storage capacity68 

Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements – Report 440 





 

 

 

 

 

 

A national approach to national disasters 30 

Recommendation Government response 

Recommendation 22.2 – Appropriate sharing of 

personal information 

 
Australian, state and territory governments 

should ensure that personal information of 

individuals affected by a natural disaster is able 

to be appropriate shared between all levels of 

government, agencies, insurers, charities and 

organisations delivering recovery services, 

taking account of all necessary safeguards to 

ensure sharing is only for recovery purposes. 

The Commonwealth supports this recommendation, and 

welcomes the opportunity to work with those identified in the 

recommendation to explore ways of implementing it. 

Recommendation 22.3 – Review the thresholds 

and activation process for the Disaster 

Recovery Funding Arrangements 

 
In reviewing the Disaster Recovery Funding 

Arrangements, Australian, state and territory 

governments should examine the small disaster 

criterion, and financial thresholds generally. 

The Commonwealth Government supports this 

recommendation. 

There is scope within the review of the Disaster Recovery 

Funding Arrangements to identify, and progress, this 

recommendation. 

Recommendation 22.4 – Nationally consistent 

Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements 

assistance measures 

 
Australian, state and territory and local 

governments should develop greater 

consistency in the financial support provided to 

individuals, small businesses and primary 

producers under the Disaster Recovery Funding 

Arrangements.  

The Commonwealth Government supports this 

recommendation. 

The Commonwealth supports Australians impacted by disaster 

being treated more consistently and fairly under the Disaster 

Recovery Funding Arrangements.  

The Commonwealth is currently working with the states to 

develop options on how the program could deliver more 

equitable, needs-based, assistance for all Australians in time 

for the 2020-2021 high-risk weather season. One option being 

explored for the 2020-21 season is to establish benchmarks 

within the Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements 

Determination to encourage greater consistency. 

Recommendation 22.5 – Develop nationally 

consistent, pre-agreed Disaster Recovery 

Funding Arrangements 

 
Australian, state and territory governments 

should expedite the development of pre-agreed 

recovery programs, including those that address 

social needs, such as legal assistance domestic 

violence, and also environmental recovery. 

The Commonwealth Government supports this 

recommendation. 

The Commonwealth is currently working with the states and 

territories to develop options on how the program could 

deliver more equitable, needs-based, assistance for all 

Australians in time for the 2020-2021 high-risk weather 

season. One option being explored for the 2020-21 season is 

to establish benchmarks within the Disaster Recovery Funding 

Arrangements Determination to encourage greater 

consistency. 

Additionally, the Commonwealth is currently exploring the 

potential for legal assistance under the Disaster Recovery 

Funding Arrangements. 
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A national approach to 
national disasters 
The Commonwealth Government response to 

the Royal Commission into National Natural 

Disaster Arrangements 

November 2020 





◎ QLAF supports progressive implementation across 
Queensland

◎ Implementation to be trialled over 2020-2021 and 2021-
2022

◎ Trials will be at Jurisdictional (state) and District (regional) 
level

◎ District trials will include three clustered districts (with 
lead agency):

○ Townsville Burdekin, Charters Towers, Flinders, Hinchinbrook, Palm island, 

Richmond, Townsville

○ Mackay Isaac, Mackay, Whitsunday

○ South West Queensland District cluster: Charleville, Dalby, Roma, 

Toowoomba, Warwick

◎ District trials will engage each component of the Disaster 
Legal Assistance model

Future of the Project
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Page 66  |  Part 2: Payment Measures 

• $209.7 million over four years from 2021-22 (and $37.3 million per year ongoing) to 

establish the Australian Climate Service to transform the Commonwealth's capacity 

to anticipate and prepare for more extreme weather events due to a changing 

climate, and inform risk reduction and resilience investments 

• $90.0 million over four years from 2021-22 (including $15.2 million in capital funding 

over two years from 2021-22) to enhance EMA's operating model to improve its 

ability to manage national natural disasters, including through strengthening the 

Australian Government Crisis Coordination Centre 

• $61.1 million over four years from 2021-22 (and $22.9 million per year ongoing) to 

establish the NRRA to lead Commonwealth and national efforts to improve 

preparedness for and recovery from natural disasters and other hazards, and 

consolidate existing Commonwealth functions related to relief, resilience and 

recovery (including functions from the National Drought and North Queensland 

Flood Response and Recovery Agency, the National Bushfire Recovery Agency and 

EMA) 

• $40.3 million over three years from 2021-22 for a pilot program implemented with 

the Queensland Government) to fund cyclone risk mitigation works for strata title 

properties in North Queensland 

• $8.5 million in 2021-22 for the Rural Financial Counselling Service to improve 

delivery of financial counselling services to primary producers experiencing 

financial hardship, and extend support for a further six months for rural and 

regional small businesses affected by drought, COVID-19 or the 2019-20 bushfires 

• $4.5 million over two years from 2021-22 for a national recovery capability package 

to uplift recovery and resilience capability at the local, regional and national level 

• $2.2 million over two years from 2020-21 to design a cell broadcast national 

messaging system to provide information to the Australian public concerning events 

of national significance. 

The Government will also provide $7.9 million in 2021-22 to continue the Pandemic 

Leave Disaster Payment until the majority of the adult population is vaccinated against 

COVID-19, with state and territory governments to cover the costs for non-residents. 

This measure responds to the recommendations of the Royal Commission into National 

Natural Disaster Arrangements. Further information can be found in the press release 

of 4 May 2021 issued by the Prime Minister, Minister for Agriculture, Minister for 

Agriculture, Drought and Emergency Management, Minister for Resources, Water and 

Northern Australia, Assistant Treasurer, Minister for Housing and Minister for 

Homelessness, Social and Community Housing, and the press release of 5 May 2021 
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Opportunity Knocks ...




