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Introduction

Emergencies and disasters impact all members of society, but people with disabilities often
face disproportionate risks due to systemic barriers, fragmented support networks, and
inaccessible planning frameworks. The Disability Inclusive Emergency Management (DIEM)
initiative, funded by the National Emergency Management Agency (NEMA), was developed
in collaboration with the University of Sydney's Collaborating4Inclusion research team. DIEM
promotes cross-sector collaboration, knowledge-sharing, and ongoing improvement to
advance a nationally consistent approach to disability-inclusive emergency management.
This is the fourth phase of the Disability Inclusive Emergency Management (DIEM) initiative,
which addresses the disproportionate risks faced by people with disabilities during
emergencies. Earlier phases launched the DIEM Toolkit—a practical resource to support
inclusive emergency management planning.

The DIEM Toolkit, which includes Principles and Practice Standards, was endorsed by the
National Emergency Management Ministers Meeting (NEMMM) on 15 November 2024.
NEMMM agreed for the Toolkit and its components to be implemented nationally, ensuring
consistency across Australia in the development of inclusive emergency management plans
and practices.

DIEM implementation aligns with NEMMM priorities 3 and 5, which focus on preparing
communities to be more resilient to the impacts of disasters and building future capabilities
for prevention, preparedness, response, and recovery, with people at the centre. It also
supports governments in delivering on Health and Wellbeing Policy Priority 4 under
Australia’s Disability Strategy (2021-2031) and advancing Recommendation 5.4 of the Royal
Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability. This
recommendation calls for a review of national agreements, strategies, and plans that affect
people with disability, including those related to emergency management.

The current DIEM project phase focuses on promoting awareness and adoption of the
Toolkit. This includes facilitating Disability Inclusive Emergency Planning (DIEP) forums,
which foster cross-sector conversations to identify and address the support needs of people
with disabilities in emergencies and build willingness and capability to share responsibility
for delivering inclusive support.

DIEP forums bring together a diverse group of stakeholders, including government agencies,
community and disability service providers, emergency management professionals, people
with lived experience of disability, and advocates.

Disability Inclusive Emergency Planning (DIEP) Forum

The Collaborating 4 Inclusion Research Team, operating out of The University of Sydney’s
Impact Centre for Disability Research and Policy, facilitated this forum with funding support
from the Australian Government National Emergency Management Agency.

The forum aimed to advance inclusive emergency management by introducing the DIEM
Toolkit and facilitating discussions that emphasised the interconnectedness of inclusive
emergency management plans and practices at three levels: individual, organisational, and
community.

By convening diverse stakeholders and fostering cross-sector collaboration, the forum laid

the groundwork for advancing strategic partnerships and driving systemic change in inclusive
emergency management. In addition to self-assessing individual-level preparedness,
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participants engaged in facilitated interactive discussions which were concentrated on these
topics:

e Understanding Emergency Plans of Service Providers: Exploring organisational
preparedness and continuity planning.

¢ Inclusive Planning: Embedding person-centred approaches into every phase of
emergency management.

e Strategic Partnerships: Building collaborative networks across sectors to drive
inclusive practices.

e Accessible Resourcing: Ensuring equitable allocation and deployment of resources
to meet accessibility needs. This topic included conversations about Inclusive and
Accessible Evacuation Support Options centred on identifying supports that enable
safe, dignified, and inclusive evacuations.

Purpose of the Forum and Report

Using a collaborative and participatory approach, the forum facilitated rich, multi-
stakeholder conversations to identify systemic challenges, practical opportunities, and
promising practices.

The purpose of this report is to distil key findings from the discussions, synthesise cross-
group themes, and highlight actionable insights. By reflecting the voices of participants and
showcasing examples of innovation, this report serves as both a baseline and a resource for
advancing disability-inclusive emergency management in the local context where the DIEP
forum was held.

Recognising the urgent need for systemic change to rectify long-standing inequities and
ensure inclusive planning for all. This report aims to:
= |dentify challenges and opportunities for disability-inclusive emergency
management as discussed by forum participants.
=  Amplify promising practices shared by participants to inspire action.
= Encourage ongoing collaboration and shared learning among diverse sectors and
communities.

The following sections overview the forum participants, present a synthesis of thematic

findings from the forum discussions, and share promising practices. We close the report with
concluding remarks and next steps.
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How to use this report

Thematic Synthesis as a Foundation: The thematic synthesis presented in this report
reflects the rich discussions and diverse insights shared by forum participants. It captures
the experiences and expertise of those who attended, representing a range of sectors,
communities, and lived experiences. This synthesis serves as a starting point for fostering
strategic partnerships and building a shared understanding of the opportunities and
challenges in advancing Disability Inclusive Emergency Management (DIEM). By
highlighting key ideas raised by forum participants, it lays the groundwork for
collaborative efforts to strengthen inclusive practices.

Promising Practices: It is important to recognise that the promising practices outlined in
this report are a synthesis of what was discussed by participants during the forum. These
practices are presented as shared insights from their lived experiences and practices
without evaluation of these practices. We have included participant insights on promising
practices to support ongoing information sharing and local collaboration among
participants and stakeholders, fostering a collective approach to advancing DIEM.

Forum Participants: While the insights reflect the voices represented at the forum, it is
important to acknowledge that some key organisations or stakeholder groups may be
absent from the discussions. Readers are encouraged to review the list of participating
organisations (provided at the end of this report) and adopt a critical approach to
inclusion by collaborating with these organisations and their networks, as well as
identifying and engaging additional stakeholders. Their contributions can enrich future
DIEM planning and collaboration.

Purpose and Application of the Report: This report is intended to be a practical resource
for the local host organisation and their cross-sector partners, supporting ongoing efforts
to enhance DIEM. It captures the collective dialogue and diverse perspectives shared
during the forum, providing insights and examples that stakeholders can use to conduct
their DIEM maturity self-assessment, identify areas for growth, and collaboratively plan
for more inclusive practices. Rather than providing pre-determined conclusions or
recommendations, this report is designed to encourage reflexive thinking, helping
stakeholders identify their own priorities and actions through continued collaboration.

Why there no executive summary in this report: The absence of an executive summary is
deliberate and reflects the participatory nature of the forum. Readers are invited to
engage critically with the findings and use the DIEM Toolkit to drive meaningful and
locally relevant change. This report also serves as a call to action for broad and sustained
collaboration. The next steps for hosts and participants should include proactive outreach
through participant networks to maintain the momentum generated by the forum and
expand engagement to reach a wider audience. By doing so, stakeholders can build a
genuinely inclusive and resilient approach to emergency management that reflects the
needs and contributions of all communities.

This report is part of a broader initiative to build DIEM capability. The research team will
synthesise findings across multiple DIEP forums, and a consolidated report with
comprehensive recommendations and an executive summary will be developed at that
stage. For now, this report is designed to foster dialogue, shared ownership, and local
action to advance inclusive emergency management practices.
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Participants

This forum report has been shaped by the expertise and contributions of those

who participated. Invitation to participate was extended through the networks of the local
host, the City of Greater Bendigo.

The DIEP forum was held on 11 November 2025 at Bendigo Hockey Centre in Ironbark,
Victoria. Twenty-three people from 17 organisations participated in this DIEP forum, having
the following roles:

Participant Role Number
Federal Government Worker 2
State/Territory Government Worker 0
Local Government Worker 10
Emergency Services Personnel 1
Disability Service Provider 3
Community Service Provider 2
Aged Care Service Provider 0
Health Service Provider 1
Worker/Member for Disability Advocacy or Representative Organisation 4
Individual with lived experience of disability 0
(not representing an organisation)

Other 0
Total 25

Six people in attendance reported that they provide unpaid care and support to a person
with disability. Four reported having lived experience of disability.

Thematic Synthesis
The following summarises the key themes and promising practices raised. These are
orgainsed by each of the four discussion topics.

Discussion Topic 1: Understanding Emergency Plans of Service Providers
This facilitated discussion explored what participants understand about organisational
preparedness and continuity planning. These groups were provided with the following discussion
prompts:

1. What do you know about the emergency preparedness of services you use or provide,
such as community, health, disability, housing, aged care, and social welfare?
2. How are these plans structured to ensure continuity of service during emergencies?

Participants were encouraged to take the following into consideration:

e Awareness and Preparedness: Are the service providers well-informed and ready for
various emergency scenarios?

e Staff Readiness: Is the staff adequately trained to act during an emergency?

e Communication with Clients: Are the emergency plans communicated effectively to the
clients or service recipients?

e Understanding Client Needs: Do the service providers have a detailed understanding of
their clients' specific needs during an emergency?
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e Questions and Concerns: Discuss any strengths, concerns or queries you have regarding
the emergency plans of organisations that support individuals with disabilities.

Discussion Topic 1: Key themes

A review of participant discussions indicates that government organisations and local
councils were frequently referenced as key players in emergency preparedness, while
community and disability organisations were discussed less extensively. Evidence supporting
this observation is provided below.

The question intended to explore the emergency preparedness of a range of organisations,
including community health, disability, housing, aged care, and social welfare services, but
the discussions were disproportionately focused on government organisations and councils.
While local councils and state agencies like CFA and SES play a critical role in emergency
response, the limited discussion on community and disability organisations suggests an
incomplete exploration of the topic. The limited discussion of community and disability
organisations in these conversations highlights a missed opportunity to explore specific
challenges and opportunities for these sectors in emergency preparedness. Participants
occasionally mentioned disability service providers like Golden City and CLRS, but these
insights were not explored in depth.

The following are possible reasons:

e The framing of the question may have unintentionally directed participants toward
discussing government organisations due to the references in the question itself
(e.g., "community health, disability, housing, aged care, and social welfare").

e The participants’ professional affiliations likely influenced the direction of the
discussion. Many participants appeared to represent government or council
organisations, which may have shaped the conversation to prioritise their roles.

e Participants may perceive emergency preparedness as primarily a government
responsibility, which could explain why less attention was given to the preparedness
of community and disability organisations.

The themes below share what was discussed, recognising that it may be difficult to capture
information about organisational capabilities from this discussion.

Inconsistencies in Emergency Preparedness Across Organisations

A consistent theme across all groups was the variability in emergency preparedness across
organisations. While some organisations had robust plans and systems in place, others
operated with generic or minimal plans that were not sufficiently adapted for the needs of
individuals with disabilities.

e "Some areas may just want to do the bare minimum to get that audit ticked rather
than actually considering the needs of the client."

e "There’s no framework for how service providers work together during
emergencies."

e "As awhole, we're not ready."
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Barriers to Accessible Resources and Transportation

The discussions highlighted significant gaps in the availability of disability-specific resources,
transportation, and equipment during emergencies. Many organisations lacked the
infrastructure to support individuals with specific needs, such as wheelchairs, hoists, sensory
supports, or alternative beds.

e "We've got one wheelchair-accessible bus and one accessible taxi in the area. If 10
people need them, it’s going to be a very long wait."

e "We don’t have hoists or headphones in our kits... and relief centres are not
equipped with partitions or assisted devices."

e "We've got no accessible transport in Kyneton at all."

Underutilisation of the Vulnerable Persons Register (VPR)

The VPR was described as having restrictive eligibility criteria, poor accessibility for
organisations, and a lack of practical usefulness during emergencies. Participants expressed
frustration with its limitations and unclear procedures.

e "Mitchell Shire has nine people on the Vulnerable Persons Register for the whole
Shire... It’s clear there are many more people who might need to be on that list."

e "The VPR is purely for people who cannot in any way evacuate themselves... | live at
the end of a dirt road, I'm a quadruple amputee, and | can’t be on it because I'm
deemed capable of negotiating with my community."

e "We don’t have access to the VPR information. It’s managed by the police, and
there’s no clear process for how it’s used in an emergency."

Individual Emergency Preparedness and Resilience
Participants across all groups emphasised the importance of encouraging individual
emergency preparedness, highlighting that individuals should not solely rely on service
providers or emergency services during disasters.

e "We cannot encourage anyone to just wait for help... People need to have their own

plans and know who’s nearby and able to help."

e "If you don’t have a plan, and your provider can’t help you on the day, there are no
guarantees that anyone will come."

e "Having an individual emergency plan is a compliance requirement... but many
people don’t even know they need one."

Challenges with Relief Centre Accessibility

Relief centres were consistently described as inadequate, with limited capacity to meet the
specific needs of people with disabilities. Barriers included inaccessible locations, lack of
equipment, and insufficient resources for staff and attendees with complex needs.

o "Relief centres are not going to be the Hilton... People need to know what relief
centres can and cannot provide."

e "In Castlemaine, the footpath to the relief centre turns into mud when it rains.
Another is in a flood zone."

e "We had 160 people in a relief centre with only three staff... and no knowledge of
who needed extra care or assistance."
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Cross-Agency Collaboration and Resource Sharin

Participants identified the need for better coordination among councils, service providers,
and community organisations to share resources, pool knowledge, and improve emergency
preparedness.

e "We must develop a shared framework so councils and organisations can share
resources and knowledge."

e "If communication was done correctly, you could use our buses and hoists for your
emergency planning."

e "We work with CLRS [Community Living and Respite Services] and Vivid to improve
our responses to client needs in relief centres."

The Importance of Managing Expectations

Participants stressed the need to set realistic expectations for both individuals and
communities regarding service limitations during emergencies and the resources available at
relief centres.

e "Opening up relief centres to the community so they know what it’s not... is
important to manage expectations."

e "It's about resetting expectations. What can service providers do versus what
emergency responders can do?"

e "People need to understand that a relief centre is just basic. It's emergency
accommodation, not a hotel."

Discussion Topic 1: Promising Practices

Although the conversation primarily focused on the role of government, these discussions
also highlighted several promising practices pertinent to service providers. These practices
often align with recommendations from government and emergency services to community
and disability service providers, as well as their expectations for how service providers can
contribute effectively.

Regional Coordination and Resource Sharing
Establishing shared frameworks and resource inventories across councils and service
providers to streamline responses during emergencies.

Illustrative Quote: "We're good at sharing resources like machinery, but we’re not applying
the same logic to individuals’ needs and disability equipment."

Individualised Emergency "Go Bags"
Providing go bags with personalised emergency plans and essential items for people with
disabilities to improve their preparedness and reduce stress during emergencies.

Illustrative Quote: "Go bags include personal needs, emergency plans, and contacts...
so, individuals can bring their bag, and support can begin immediately."

Accessible Staff Training Videos
Using short role-specific videos for staff to explain their responsibilities during emergencies
and prepare them for managing relief centres or supporting clients.

10
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Illustrative Quote: "Short videos of emergency roles allow staff to know what to expect
when they walk in... It’s accessible and prepares them for the job."

Pre-arranged Partnerships for Accommodation and Equipment
Establishing agreements with accommodation providers, local organisations, and businesses
to access disability-specific resources during emergencies.

Illustrative Quote: "We've got relationships with nearby providers to move people out of
ERCs to accessible accommodations with the right requirements."

Community Education and Relief Centre Open Days
Hosting open days at relief centres to educate communities about what to expect during
emergencies and to build trust with vulnerable populations.

Illustrative Quote: "We're planning to open relief centres to the community so they can see
what they are and what they’re not."

Offline Emergency Manuals for Service Providers
Maintaining offline versions of emergency plans to ensure access to critical information
when digital systems fail during emergencies.

[llustrative Quote: "We're introducing offline copies of manuals for leadership staff to
ensure plans and contacts are accessible when systems go down."

Place-Based Emergency Preparedness Solutions
Implementing localised solutions, such as audits of service providers and equipment
inventories, to better understand regional resources and challenges.

Illustrative Quote: "Macedon Rangers is doing an audit of all service providers and their
equipment in the area... to create an inventory of what’s available locally."

Transparent Communication to Build Trust

Ensuring individuals with disabilities are informed about what resources and
accommodations are available at relief centres to reduce anxiety and increase willingness to
evacuate.

Illustrative Quote: "The community needs to know that when they arrive at a relief
centre, someone will help them navigate what they need, whether it’s a bed, a hoist, or a
place for their dog."

11
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Discussion Topic 2: Inclusive Planning

Discussion Overview
This discussion focused on embedding person-centred approaches into every phase of emergency
management. Participants were provided with the following definition of Inclusive Planning:

e Theinclusive planning standard focuses on ensuring that the support requirements of
people with disabilities are fully considered in every phase of emergency management. It
involves partnering with individuals to co-design emergency plans based on lived
experiences and function-based support needs.

These groups were asked to discuss the following:

e What key actions have we taken?

e  What are the challenges to our progress?

e  What actions could we take to overcome these challenges?

e Who else needs to be involved?

e What tools could we use to get started?

Discussion Topic 2: Key Themes

This discussion on inclusive planning revealed the value of lived experience, the challenges
of social and digital inclusion, and the complexity of addressing diverse needs within
disability communities. Participants brought a wealth of professional expertise and personal
insights, which enriched the discourse. However, it is noted that some participants’
contributions were more prominent, likely reflecting their professional expertise, which may
have subtly shaped the thematic analysis. The importance of centring the voices of people
with lived experience of disability was recognised throughout.

The conversation demonstrated a strong awareness of barriers, such as digital illiteracy,
language gaps, and the unique challenges posed by both visible and invisible disabilities. The
emphasis on trust, social cohesion, and community-specific strategies reflects an
understanding of the broader social and organisational factors shaping emergency
preparedness.

Engaging Diverse Lived Experiences Across Disability Communities

Participants emphasised the significance of engaging people with diverse lived experiences
of disability across different age groups and demographic backgrounds. They noted the
importance of tapping into varied insights, which can enhance the inclusivity and
effectiveness of emergency planning.

e "Are the people that you're engaging with in the disability community across the full
range of ages? One of the things that surprised me...was I'm the second youngest in
the group and I'm 50."

e "Inthe Bendigo group, the age range goes from 25 through 75, but young people for
that particular group are difficult to attract."

o "There’s the disability community, people with disabilities, but are they then, when
you say they don't wish to see more people, would they then be more connected
online?"

The Need for Consistency and Coordination in Emergency Messaging
Participants highlighted how inconsistent or unclear messaging across different
communication channels leads to confusion during emergencies.

12
© Collaborating4inclusion, University of Sydney



City of Greater Bendigo DIEP Report (11 November 2025)

e "The warning might come down, but when it hits the community, some people take
different messages."

e '"If everyone’s releasing the same message, that helps when it is literacy issues and
digital literacy issues."

Challenges to Digital and Information Accessibility

Participants highlighted challenges related to digital literacy, language barriers, and
information accessibility for people with disabilities, particularly those from culturally and
linguistically diverse (CALD) backgrounds or with variable disabilities.

e ‘"Language is also a challenge sometimes with the new, non-English speakers,
especially with a disability. If it's an elderly [person] with a disability from a non-
English-speaking background, [they don’t know] how to access emergency services."

e "That also extends into hearing impaired, seeing impaired, making sure we've got
messaging available, and how to get about it."

e "Some people take different messages, and that can cause confusion. So, if
everyone’s releasing the same message, that helps when it is literacy issues, digital
literacy issues."

The Role of Social Media and Technology in Inclusive Planning

There was a focus on the use and limitations of social media and emerging technologies to
engage diverse communities and address digital disparities. Participants acknowledged the
value of tools like TikTok, WhatsApp, and community-specific platforms in bridging gaps.

e "At the recent youth forum in Echuca...a lot of the students said they get all their
information from TikTok."

e "We use the City of Greater Bendigo Instagram, Facebook, and YouTube. But | think
younger people are using Snapchat and TikTok more."

e "There’s a massive online presence for the disability community... There are forums
based on different conditions and a lot of support groups."

Importance of Community Connections and Trust

Strong local networks and trusted community champions were seen as essential for
distributing information and building trust. The significance of face-to-face engagement was
also emphasised, particularly for older individuals and those with lower digital literacy.

e "We have heat health sessions with the new settlement programme for new settlers
coming into Bendigo. It’s about place-based solutions and going to where
communities are instead of expecting them to come to us."

e "We saw during the 2022 floods, elderly people in Rochester needed consistent
face-to-face community breakfasts and meetings to get the information they
needed."

e "It's about social cohesion and connectedness. The more connected you are with
your community, the better your resilience during disasters."

Tailored Approaches
Participants discussed how the diversity within disability communities—including invisible
and variable disabilities—requires flexible, tailored approaches in emergency planning.

13
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e "There’s such a variety of different needs in the disability community. And then on
top of that, there’s the invisible disabilities and variable disabilities."

e "Somebody with a mental health issue might be fine most of the month, but not
able to respond in the middle of the event."

Leveraging Local Knowledge and Resources

A recurring theme was the importance of place-based solutions and identifying local
resources, such as community groups, condition-specific organisations, and service
providers, to address localised needs during emergencies.

e "Knowing the community that you're trying to service plays a big role in what your
answer actually is going to be."

e '"If you've got a relief centre and you need a bed for somebody who can’t get down
on the floor... who's the camping organisation? Linking with op shops or those who
have the resources."

Discussion Topic 2: Promising Practices

Several promising practices and tools were identified, such as the use of diversity and
inclusion reference groups, Access Key resources, and local emergency dashboards. These
discussions also highlighted the importance of modern communication channels and the
potential of community champions and networks to foster trust and inclusivity.

Leveraging Diversity and Inclusion Reference Groups

The use of diversity and inclusion reference groups, which engage representatives from
various communities (including individuals with lived experience of disability) was
highlighted as a promising practice. These groups can provide valuable insights into gaps and
areas for improvement.

Illustrative Quote: "We have a diversity and inclusion reference group... Later this
month, we’re going to present to them on our emergency relief centres to get their input
and make sure they’re as inclusive as they can be."

Development and Use of Access Key Resources

Access Key, a plain English resource that prepares people with disabilities for emergency
relief centres by explaining what they might see, hear, or experience during their visit, was
highlighted as a successful tool for reducing anxiety and promoting understanding.

Illustrative Quote: "We've got an Access Key, which is a plain English document that steps
through what you might see, hear, feel, smell in an emergency relief centre."

Community-Based Emergency Messaging and Support Systems

Using existing community structures, such as Rotary clubs, Men’s Sheds, and faith-based
organisations, participants emphasised the value of grassroots networks for face-to-face
engagement and consistent emergency messaging.

Illustrative Quote: "We had a consistent community breakfast—a weekly set time to
present to interested parties... Using community groups, whether they’re sporting groups or
otherwise, are gold for that sort of thing."

14
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Emergency Management Dashboards

The creation of a centralised, accessible emergency management dashboard with features
like road closures, weather updates, and service provider information was seen as a crucial
tool.

Illustrative Quote: "We've got an emergency management dashboard... It’s a one-stop shop.
If you want to know, go here."

Engagement with Condition-Specific Support Groups

Tapping into online forums and condition-specific support groups allows for direct
engagement with people with disabilities and creates opportunities to address their unique
needs.

[llustrative Quote: "There’s a massive online presence for the disability community... based
on different conditions, with support groups where they chat amongst each other."

Discussion Topic 3: Strategic Partnerships

Discussion Overview
This facilitated discussion focused on building collaborative networks across sectors to drive
inclusive practices. They were provided with the following definition of Strategic Partnerships,
e The strategic partnerships standard focuses on collaboration across sectors (e.g.,
government, service providers, disability advocates, and communities). It’s about
identifying roles, enhancing organisational preparedness, and integrating the strengths of
diverse stakeholders into emergency plans.
These groups were asked to discuss the following:
e  What key actions have we taken?
e  What are the challenges to our progress?
e  What actions could we take to overcome these challenges?
If Time Permits:
e Who else needs to be involved?
e  What tools could we use to get started?

Discussion Topic 3: Key Themes

The discussion on strategic partnerships highlighted the inherent complexities in fostering
collaboration across different levels of government, service providers, community groups,
and individuals with lived experience of disability.

Participants demonstrated deep awareness of challenges, particularly the effects of
structural changes like the NDIS, which have “introduced competition among providers” and
“strained collaboration efforts”. The conversation also underscored the tension between the
need for diversity in representation and the challenges of managing large, multi-agency
committees.

The broader context of rural and regional challenges, such as resource limitations and the
vital role of informal networks, was a recurring theme in the discussion. The participants’
reflections on the lack of mechanisms to capture learnings from past emergencies
highlighted the need for a more structured approach to knowledge sharing, both vertically
(state to local) and horizontally (across councils and communities).

15
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Insufficient Inclusion of Disability Voices in Emergency Management Planning
Participants highlighted the lack of disability representation in strategic partnerships and
emergency management committees. The absence of lived experiences of disability was
seen as a significant gap in current emergency planning processes.

e "What disability voice do you have in those conversations? And it varies from place
to place. Especially since NDIS, there hasn't been one, depending on the region."

e "Disability voices in emergency management planning, | think, is one of the areas
that needs a lot more work."

Challenges with Collaboration and Coordination Post-NDIS

The introduction of the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) has added complexity to
partnerships with disability service providers, making collaboration more competitive and
challenging while fragmenting service delivery.

e "Since NDIS, it’s been much harder [to collaborate], and since there’s such a
multiplicity of service providers now, it’s hard to bring all the voices together
without overloading people."

e "Eight years ago, we had partnerships with Amicus and Golden City and other
providers, but it was all before NDIS. Since then, everything went haywire with a lot
of competition."

Value of Local Partnerships and Community Networks
Strong local networks, such as neighbourhood houses, clusters of councils, and informal
community groups, were highlighted as indispensable for pooling resources, responding to
emergencies, and supporting individuals with disabilities.

e "We work with the cluster of five councils, absolutely leaning on each other for help

or expertise... It’s very much informal pipelines."

e "Neighbourhood houses are really embedded in the community, and they are the
ones that are most trusted."

e "Inthe 2022 floods, women in the communities filled the void by creating informal
door-knocking networks, checking on neighbours, and helping each other."

The Role of Resource Mapping and Information Sharing

Participants emphasised the need for more comprehensive resource mapping and better

coordination of information sharing among councils, service providers, and communities.
e "Macedon Ranges is talking about doing a stock take of all the assets through the

neighbourhood, including from providers, and tallying it up."

e "It's about how we share our information, resources, and data to collectively
prepare together."

e "Knowing what resources are available to a region by virtue of partnerships, not just
what’s within that region, is crucial."

Capturing and Sharing Learnings from Emergency Events

Participants noted that critical learnings from emergency events are often not captured
systematically, resulting in repeated mistakes and missed opportunities for improvement in
future events.
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e "Capturing the learnings tends to get lost because people are desperate to get back
to business as usual."

e "Hearing from the community that the same mistakes have been happening over
and over again because we’re not capturing those learnings."

e "The 2022 floods showed us there are so many amazing experiences, but they’re not
written up anywhere."

The Need for Practical and Actionable Partnerships

While structured partnerships exist, participants stressed the importance of ensuring
partnerships are practical and actionable, with a focus on outcomes rather than simply
checking boxes.

e "Just sticking someone on a planning committee isn’t necessarily the best way to get
their voice into the planning system."

e "It would be brilliant to have a collection of disability providers come together and
explain their version of emergency preparedness, from their perspective and from
the perspective of disabled individuals."

e "We're delivering a project funded by Disaster Ready Funds in Campaspe Shire... It’s
about system and service strengthening through a collaborative action plan
approach for preparedness."

Empowering Communities through Informal Mechanisms

Participants noted the importance of informal community-led mechanisms, such as door-
knocking initiatives and neighbourhood group efforts, particularly given the limitations of
formal systems in identifying and supporting vulnerable individuals.

e "What we found in the 2022 floods is that those people that aren't part of formal
systems, it’s the women in the communities that are going out and filling that void
through informal mechanisms."

e "Neighbourhood houses and community groups often know who needs help in their
community. The informal networks are crucial."

Discussion Topic 3: Promising Practices
Promising practices that emerged from this discussion reflect the participants organisational
perspectives and experiences.

Integrating Disability Voices through Subgroups and Reporting Mechanisms

Rather than overloading committees, participants recommended creating subgroups of
individuals with disabilities, whose inputs are then synthesised into reports for broader
committees. This approach ensures representation without overwhelming planning systems.

Illustrative Quote: "We run workshops with individuals who have disability or chronic
health and write reports to hand back to council... It’s one report that goes back to council
instead of 20 people talking."

Developing Regional Clusters for Resource Sharing

Structured collaborations, such as the Northern Victorian Emergency Management Cluster,
involve multiple municipalities pooling resources and expertise to respond to regional
emergencies effectively.
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Illustrative Quote: "The Northern Victorian Emergency Management Cluster is a
partnership of five municipalities... It’s very structured collaboration, with an integrated
MEMP committee, so agencies only have to go to one meeting instead of five."

Mapping and Sharing Community Resources

Conducting a stocktake of community assets and resources—such as accessible
transportation, respite facilities, and local support networks—was identified as a vital
practice for preparedness and response.

Illustrative Quote: "Macedon Ranges is talking about doing a stocktake of all the
assets through the neighbourhood, including from providers, and tallying it up."

Leveraging Informal Community Networks for Localised Support
Neighbourhood houses, Men’s Sheds, and local community groups were identified as
trusted and effective networks for disseminating information, providing support, and
addressing gaps in formal systems during emergencies.

Illustrative Quote: "Neighbourhood houses are really embedded in community... They
are the ones most trusted and have a direct link to a lot of the community."

Addressing Resource Gaps Through Collaboration
Participants highlighted the importance of collaboration to address resource gaps, such as
accessible transportation or equipment for emergency relief centres.

Illustrative Quote: "If we needed such and such for a relief centre, who could we borrow it
from at short notice? The relief and recovery committee is probably the forum for that."
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Discussion Topic 4: Accessible Resourcing

Discussion Overview
This discussion topic focused on ensuring equitable allocation and deployment of resources to
meet accessibility needs. They were provided with the following definition of Accessible
Resourcing.
e The accessible resourcing standard ensures the effective pre-planning and deployment of
both tangible (e.g., transport, shelters) and intangible (e.g., knowledge, skills) resources to
address the needs of people with disabilities at all stages of emergencies.

These groups were asked to discuss the following:

e  What key actions have we taken?

e  What are the challenges to our progress?

e  What actions could we take to overcome these challenges?
If Time Permits:

e Who else needs to be involved?

e  What tools could we use to get started?

This discussion topic included prompts about Inclusive and Accessible Evacuation Support Options
to centre the discussion on identifying supports that enable safe, dignified, and inclusive
evacuations. Prompts included:
e Apart from emergency services, what other support options are available to help people
with disabilities evacuate and find shelter safely during a disaster?
e How can these supports ensure that people with disability can make their own choices,
are respected, and result in them being safe and included?
e Consider and discuss how these resources can specifically support people with disability:
o People and Knowledge (Intangible Assets): Think about the knowledge, skills,
networks, and capabilities related to disability that could improve access and
inclusion at all stages of a disaster.
o Resources (Tangible Assets): Identify physical resources that could assist, such as
vehicles with accessibility features or accommodations that are disability friendly.

Discussion Topic 4: Key Themes

This discussion on accessible resourcing effectively unpacked key barriers and opportunities
related to improving emergency preparedness for people with disabilities. Participants
brought a wide range of expertise, from service providers to community advocates, creating
an environment rich in diverse perspectives. While many participants focused on deficits in
current systems, there was a shared understanding of the importance of collaboration and
community-driven solutions.

The discussion highlighted several challenges, particularly the lack of regional resources, the
gaps in data collection, and the barriers posed by strict eligibility criteria for the Vulnerable
Persons’ Register. These issues align with the discussion topic’s purpose by identifying gaps
in tangible and intangible resources that affect accessibility and inclusion. Participants were
reflexive about their own organisations’ responsibilities and limitations, which added depth
and nuance to the conversation.

The discussion also underscored the critical role of pre-emptive measures, such as Person-
Centred Emergency Preparedness (P-CEP) training, community-driven emergency plans, and
accessible communication tools, in empowering people with disabilities to manage
emergencies effectively. This demonstrated a shift toward a more holistic and person-
centred approach to emergency preparedness.
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Participants’ organisational roles influenced the focus on systemic and resource-based
challenges. However, the inclusion of participants with lived experience of disability
provided valuable insights that grounded the conversation in the realities of individuals and
communities.

Gaps in Accessibility of Resources and Services

Participants highlighted significant gaps in the accessibility of resources required by people
with disabilities during emergencies, particularly in regional areas, such as limited availability
of Auslan interpreters, inadequate training for service providers, and inaccessibility of
emergency apps like Vic Emergency.

o "There’s a really big gap in regional areas. At the moment there are three qualified
interpreters in Bendigo. There's none in Echuca."

e "The Vic Emergency app... Is it very accessible, just out of curiosity? What about for
people who are blind? Is it accessible for them? | don’t know."

e "Three of our largest employers... their employees don’t live in the area. They don’t
have interpreters or housing. During the 2022 floods, they had to leave and couldn’t
help."

Importance of Pre-Emergency Preparation in Accessible Formats

Participants strongly emphasised the need for pre-emergency education and training in
multiple accessible formats, including Easy Read documents, Auslan videos, and community-
led forums. They linked preparation to the ability of individuals with disabilities to make
informed decisions during emergencies.

e "Preparation, pre-training, and information in accessible formats are critical,
whether via Easy Read documents or meetings and partnerships with local
organisations."

e "MASDAG simplified the Red Cross Ready Plan into Easy English to make it an
accessible template for people to prepare in advance for any kind of emergency."

e "It'simportant for people to have their own individual emergency management
plans... Identifying informal and formal supports is key."

Challenges with the Vulnerable Persons Register (VPR)

The VPR was criticised for having strict eligibility criteria, low awareness among
communities, and limited accessibility for councils and service providers, which undermines
its utility during emergencies.

e "The Vulnerable Persons' Register... the eligibility criteria is so strict. We've got
around 200 people on our council’s list but only 21 on the Department of Health’s
VPR."

e "We can advocate to have clients added to the VPR, but we can’t access the list or
log in."

The Role of Informal and Community-Based Supports

Informal community networks, neighbours, and local organisations were frequently
mentioned as vital resources for providing initial assistance to people with disabilities during
the critical first 72 hours of an emergency.
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e "Neighbours... maybe just informal support, because most formal supports don’t
step in until 72 hours after the event."

e "We'd use our resources down in Gisborne or share resources like that to cover
[gaps]."

e "Women in the communities filled the void by creating informal door-knocking
networks. They knew who to check on."

Importance of Co-Design and Community Involvement

Participants stressed the value of co-designing policies and resources with people with
disabilities to ensure inclusivity, enhance decision-making, and empower individuals to
actively participate in their emergency planning.

e "Co-design with people with disabilities is crucial. Don’t just ask what their preferred
communication method is if you can’t provide it."

e "Older people with disabilities often had decisions made for them. Co-design is new
for them, and it’s important to invite them into the process to take ownership."

e "Emergency plans should include photos and visuals of the individual, especially in
group homes, to ensure personalised care during emergencies."

Incorporating Intersectional Perspectives

Participants discussed the need for emergency planning to account for intersectional
identities, including individuals with multiple disabilities, temporary disabilities, and those
belonging to marginalised groups such as LGBTQIA+ or Indigenous communities.

e "We're not factoring in intersectionality... 'm Indigenous, | have five disabilities, and
| may identify as LGBTQIA+. That’s a compounded experience of isolation."

e "For many people who are neurodivergent, it’s an identity rather than a disability...
the same for deaf culture, where it’s seen as a linguistic and cultural difference, not
a disability."

Improving Data Collection and Evidence

A lack of timely and accessible data on people with disabilities in rural and regional areas
was identified as a challenge. Participants discussed the need for improved data collection
and categorisation to inform emergency planning and resource allocation.

e "We don’t have real, timely data as to who has a disability in the Shire now,
particularly for younger people and neurodivergent individuals."

e "There isn’t a dropdown box on most forms for someone to identify as deaf or hard-
of-hearing or to indicate if they require an Auslan interpreter."

Discussion Topic 4: Promising Practices
Several promising practices emerged from this discussion, some informed by existing
practices and others based on ideas brainstormed at the forum.

Adapting Resources into Accessible Formats
Simplifying emergency plans and resources into Easy Read or multiple accessible formats,
such as Auslan, captions, or visuals, is a promising practice to ensure inclusivity.
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[llustrative Quote: "MASDAG simplified the Red Cross Ready Plan into Easy English...
We think it’s going to be an accessible template for people to prepare for any kind of
emergency."

Training Staff and Communities with P-CEP and Accessibility Skills

Training staff in Person-Centred Emergency Preparedness (P-CEP) and ensuring they are
equipped to address the diverse communication needs of people with disabilities were
noted as effective practices.

Illustrative Quote: "My unit has completed P-CEP training so we can work with clients
to thoughtfully discuss their response and who they can rely on in an emergency."

Mobilising Regional and Cross-Agency Resource Sharing
Leveraging pooled resources and cross-agency collaboration within regional clusters,
including sharing staff and materials between councils, was a key practice highlighted.

Illustrative Quote: "If Bendigo was where our fire or flood was, we’d tap into resources
down in Gisborne and share resources like that across our regions."

Integrating Auslan and Other Accessibility Features into Emergency Devices
Embedding Auslan videos with captions into emergency services’ devices (e.g., police and
ambulance) was suggested as a practical way to enhance communication with people who
are deaf or hard-of-hearing.

Illustrative Quote: "It wouldn’t be that hard to have Auslan videos embedded on emergency
devices for key messaging, like door knocks to let people know they need to leave."

Developing Comprehensive Local Registers

Creating local registers of individuals with high support needs to ensure continuity of care
during emergencies was seen as a vital practice, particularly where the Vulnerable Persons’
Register is insufficient.

Illustrative Quote: "We have our own registers of people with essential services needs... In
an event of emergency, we would absolutely prioritise them for continuity of care."

Next Steps

The next steps for the research team include facilitating Disability Inclusive Emergency
Planning forums and producing summary reports for each host and their participants. These
efforts will involve synthesising lessons learned across Australia and presenting them in a
comprehensive synthesis report. This broader analysis will help the team provide informed
recommendations to guide future improvements, identify priorities for action and support,
and promote nation-wide consistency in advancing Disability Inclusive Emergency
Management.

In the meantime, readers are encouraged to use this report as a practical resource, critically
engaging with its insights to leverage current opportunities and identify additional
stakeholders to enhance inclusive emergency management planning and risk reduction
initiatives. By fostering collaboration and expanding participation, we can collectively
strengthen the foundations for disability-inclusive emergency management.
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We encourage all readers to access the freely available DIEM Toolkit and eLearning
resources to further their own knowledge and take meaningful actions toward Disability
Inclusive Emergency Management. These resources are designed to support organisations

and communities in building the knowledge and skills needed to drive inclusive practices and

enhance resilience in partnership with people with disability. By engaging with these tools,
you can play a role in advancing inclusive emergency management across Australia. Access
the DIEM Toolkit and eLearning resources here: https://www.nema.gov.au/our-

work/resilience/diem

List of Participating Organisations
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ARC Justice

Bendigo Community Health Services
Campaspe Shire Council

City of Greater Bendigo

Expression Australia

Fire Rescue Victoria

Get Started Disability Support Australia
Golden City Support Services Inc
Macedon Ranges Shire Council

Mount Alexander Shire Council

Mount Alexander Shire Council Disability Inclusion Advisory Group
National Emergency Management Agency
Rights Information Advocacy Centre
Scope

Sunbury & Cobaw Community Health
Windarring

Women’s Health Loddon Mallee
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