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Abstract

There is a need for emergency management systems in Australia to shift to a 
more collaborative model that involves working with communities rather than 
simply delivering to communities. This research paper argues that in order to 
address this, emergency services organisations in Australia need to continue 
to shift from a service delivery approach to a more localised, participatory 
and consultative model that acknowledges and harnesses local leadership, 
knowledge, skills and experience creating opportunities for community driven 
and fit-for-purpose emergency management.  The paper makes the case for 
why localised approaches are important in places with diverse populations 
such as the Northern Territory (NT). The NT Aboriginal community of Nauiyu’s 
experience of evacuations due to flooding in 2015 and 2018 will be used as a 
case study to offer an example of locally led approaches to disaster resilience.

Leadership relevance

This paper offers insights into how leaders in emergency management in Australia can better serve the needs of 
remote Aboriginal communities. Leaders in emergency management throughout Australia often acknowledge they 
need to work better with Aboriginal people and communities, however many don’t know where to start. This paper 
shares firsthand insight from Aboriginal people and those who have responded to emergencies affecting Aboriginal 
communities. Much of the literature on this topic doesn’t offer potential solutions or link the Australian experience 
to the broader international humanitarian context. This paper seeks to do that, in order to offer emergency leaders 
in Australia a different perspective with practical examples.
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Introduction

The 2016 World Humanitarian Summit brought 
unprecedented commitment to  and focus on 
localisation in the humanitarian sector. The resulting 
‘Grand Bargain’ not only sets targets for f inancial 
reform in the humanitarian system but heralds a 
new way of working. It “envisions a level playing field 
where all meet as equals” (IASC 2016) and invites an 
era of working more collaboratively, respectfully and 
effectively with affected communities. Globally, the 
localisation agenda has already created shifts in the 
way humanitarian actors operate. While humanitarian 
organisations in Australia examine how to progress 
the localisation agenda in their work internationally, 
the ways humanitarian organisations work with 
communities in Australia must not be overlooked.

In Australia, it is widely recognised that remote 
Indigenous communities have become less resilient to 
disasters since colonisation (Paton & Johnston 2017; 
272). A range of factors, including limited resources, 
power imbalances, a lack of meaningful representation 
on decision making bodies,  lack of  access to 
emergency plans and a lack of ownership in planning 
for emergency management persists (Australian Red 
Cross 2018c). This research project argues that in order 
to address this, emergency services organisations 
in Australia need to continue to shift from a service 
delivery approach to a more localised, participatory 
and consultative model that acknowledges and 
harnesses local leadership, knowledge, skills and 
experience, creating opportunities for community 
driven and fit-for-purpose emergency management 
(Australian Red Cross 2018c; Australian Red Cross 2019; 
Ellemor 2005).

Emergency services organisations in 
Australia need to continue to shift… 

to a more localised, participatory and 
consultative model that acknowledges and 

harnesses local leadership, knowledge, skills 
and experience.

This research project will first touch on the push for 
localisation throughout the humanitarian sector around 
the world and consider the extent to which localisation 
applies within Australia. Second, it will discuss why 
localised approaches are important in places with 
diverse populations such as the NT. It will then offer 
insights from disaster resilience work carried out by 
Australian Red Cross across three remote Aboriginal 
communities in the NT.  Nauiyu community’s experience 
of evacuations due to flooding in 2015 and 2018 will be 
used as a case study to offer an example of locally led 
approaches to disaster resilience.

How are Australian humanitarian 
organisations changing the way they work 
abroad? And does that apply in Australia?

Australian Red Cross has traditionally worked 
internationally and in Australia. The ‘Grand Bargain’ 
has led to Australian Red Cross reviewing its role 
internationally. In October 2017, research examining 
the role of Australian Red Cross in the Pacific titled 
Going local: Achieving a more appropriate and fit-for-
purpose humanitarian eco-system in the Pacific was 
released. This report has been the catalyst for serious 
structural change within Australian Red Cross, leading 
to fundamental shifts in how Australian Red Cross 
manages international programs and supports Red Cross 
National Societies in the Pacific. Other major actors in 
the humanitarian sector in Australia have also followed 
suit in rethinking their role internationally and how the 
localisation agenda can be progressed. This has included 
Oxfam Australia (Oxfam Australia 2017a; Oxfam Australia 
2017b; Oxfam Australia 2018), Save the Children (Save the 
Children 2019) and CARE Australia (Lehoux 2016).

The Going Local research posed the definition of 
localisation as follows:

lo.cal.is.a.tion (n.); is a process of recognising, 
respecting and strengthening the independence of 
leadership and decision making by national actors in 
humanitarian action, in order to better address the 
needs of affected populations (Ayobi et al 2017; 1).

It is important to note that while localisation has a 
financial component—the commitment to channel 25% 
of financing through local organisations by 2020—it 
encompasses far more than finance. Speaking at the 2019 
Asia Pacific Humanitarian Leadership Conference, Adeso 
CEO Degan Ali said in her keynote speech that, “everyone 
thinks that localisation is just about money. It’s not about 
money. It’s about shifting power.” Australian Red Cross 
describes implementing these shifts as follows: “The 
push is to work across the humanitarian/development 
nexus, and collaboratively across the sector, to leverage 
a bigger change than we could achieve on our own, 
and allow local actors to lead at every turn.” (Ayobi et al  
2017; 1).

“Everyone thinks that localisation is just 
about money. It’s not about money. It’s about 

shifting power.”—Degan Ali

While it is clear that there are important shifts occurring 
in the way that Australian humanitarian organisations 
work internationally, it is less clear whether this same 
consideration is being given to Australian operations. 
The very definition of localisation above, with its 
focus on ‘national actors’, implies that it is something 
inherently international.  What does this mean 
where power imbalances or historical disadvantage 
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exist within a country? The structural inequalities 
that exist between Australia’s Indigenous and non-
Indigenous population are well documented. A history 
of colonialism, institutional racism, dispossession and 
forced disconnection with culture and language have 
all contributed to creating these enduring structural 
inequalities. While empowering communities and 
addressing structural inequalities may be spoken about 
using different language and terms in Australia, and not 
necessarily considered ‘localisation’ within countries, 
this global push for localisation may provide additional 
impetus at home too.

How might aspects of localisation apply 
within Australia and how are community-
led approaches fostered here?

In 2018, I had the opportunity to work on a disaster 
resilience project with Australian Red Cross in the NT 
called Reimagining Resilience. The project aimed to 
explore ways to increase disaster resilience in remote 
Aboriginal communities through community-led 
approaches and ways of working that elevated and 
acknowledged Indigenous knowledge and leadership 
(Australian Red Cross 2018c). Australian Red Cross had 
received financing from the Department of the Chief 
Minister’s NT Risk Priority Project Fund to implement 
the Reimagining Resilience project. The project sought 
to examine ways of strengthening remote Aboriginal 
community resilience in three key areas:

1. Harnessing existing traditional Indigenous knowledge 
to strengthen emergency management

2. Creating avenues for community-led emergency 
management and Indigenous representation

3. Contributing to systemic change in the emergency 
management sector.

The project focused on three communities prone 
to natural hazards across the Top End (generally 
considered to be the geographical area of the NT from 
the township of Katherine northwards), which were 
selected because Australian Red Cross had an existing 
presence and relationships within the communities. 
Activities for this project were then determined by 
each community in consultation with Red Cross. The 
three project sites were Pirlangimpi on the Tiwi Islands’ 
Melville Island, Galiwin’ku on north-east Arnhem Land’s 
Elcho Island and Nauiyu Community in Daly River.

Below is an overview of the focus in each:

Pirlangimpi, Tiwi Islands
• Focus: Art and traditional knowledge in supporting 

remote community resilience
• Partner: Munupi Arts.

Galiwin’ku, Elcho Island
• Focus: Governance and Yolngu authority and control 

in emergencies.
• Partner: Northern Australia Land and Sea Management 

Authority (NAILSMA).

Nauiyu, Daly River
• Focus: Cultural awareness in emergency workers
• Partner: Miriam-Rose Foundation.

I began working on the Reimagining Resilience project 
having recently moved to the NT from Indonesia 
via Adelaide. I had until then worked in roles in the 
international development sector in Australia, Papua New 
Guinea and Indonesia. I was also nearing the end of the 
Masters of Humanitarian Assistance, so until that point I 
had been very focused on the international context. I was 
excited by the opportunity to move to the NT and see how 
this work translated in an Australian setting.

In coming into this new space, it struck me that there 
were many similarities in the ways practitioners talked 
about working with communities around disasters 
in the international and domestic context, but also 
many differences in understandings and terminology. 
In particular, there were two key concepts from the 
international context that frequently came through in 
discussions about challenges within Australia. The first 
was around localisation and shifting power to affected 
communities (Australian Red Cross 2019). The second 
was around the ‘humanitarian-development nexus’ and 
how emergency and development actors were better 
able to serve the needs of affected communities together 
(Australian Red Cross 2019). A key difference that I 
encountered in transitioning from an international to 
a domestic context was the tight legislation that exists 
around emergency management in Australia and the 
‘command and control’ culture of the sector (AFAC 2017; 
Australian Red Cross 2019). It begs the question of how 
easy or possible it is for voices of affected communities to 
be heard or for community leadership in emergencies to 
be nurtured in this environment.

Why are different, localised responses 
needed in remote Aboriginal 
communities in the NT?

The NT is a particularly relevant region in which to 
explore the idea of localisation in the Australian context, 
as well as the importance of community-led approaches in 
emergency management. Demographically, geographically 
and linguistically, the NT is distinct from the rest of 
Australia (ABS 2016), and it has a complex disaster risk 
profile (ABC 2019). As a wide expanse of land spanning from 
the tropical northern islands to the arid central desert, 
the NT experiences a range of natural hazards. Given its 
proximity to Asia, the NT has also played a key role in 
emergencies in the region, such as receiving evacuated 
people from from terrorist bombings that occurred in 
Bali, Indonesia, in 2002 and 2005 (Parry 2012) and being 
a staging site for emergency medical treatment in those 
disasters (Palmer et al 2003) as well as receiving evacuees 
from Timor-Leste in the early 2000s during the fight for 
independence (McDowell 2006; ABC 2006). It is now host 
to the National Critical Care and Trauma Response Centre, 
which is responsible for Australian Medical Assistance 
Teams (AUSMAT) that can rapidly deploy to international 
emergencies in the region (DFAT 2017).
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Demographically, geographically and 
linguistically, the NT is distinct from the 

rest of Australia

The Top End is said to be “on the front line of 
Australia’s most severe climate change,” with 1,000 
kilometers of mangroves having died in recent years 
along the Gulf of Carpentaria alone (Bardon 2019; 
ABC 2019). Indigenous people in remote areas are 
projected to be disproportionately affected by the 
impacts of climate change, particularly those who rely 
on the natural environment for hunting and fishing 
(Green et al 2009; Salleh 2007; ABC 2019). Disasters are 
part of the historical fabric of the NT and are etched 
into the psyche of long-time Territorians. Darwin is 
the only Australian capital city to be decimated by 
an environmental disaster (Tropical Cyclone Tracy 
on 24-26 December, 1974), and the only Australian 
capital city to have been bombed as an act of war 
(WW2Japanese bombing of Darwin on 19 February, 
1942) (Rechniewski 2012). The below section outlines 
the key areas in which the demography of the NT 
differs from the rest of Australia.

Aboriginal people as a percentage of the 
NT population
While the NT does not have the highest number of 
Aboriginal people, despite what many people believe 
(this is in fact attributed to New South Wales), the NT 
has by far the highest proportion of Aboriginal people 
as a percentage of the population (ABS 2017b; ABS 
2019). Whereas Indigenous people make up 2.8% of the 
overall Australian population, Indigenous people make 
up 25.5% of the NT population (ABS 2017b). This data 
comes from the last Australian census carried out by 
the Australian Bureau of Statistics, however it is often 
estimated that the Indigenous population in the NT is 
greater than 25.5%. Difficulty in reaching remote areas, 
transience of Indigenous people and linguistic, cultural 
and technological barriers to carrying out the census are 
possible reasons for this. The NT Government estimates 
Aboriginal people make up 30.3% of the population (NT 
Government 2019).

Percentage of Indigenous people living in rural or 
remote locations
Likewise, where Indigenous people live in the NT 
differs significantly to the location of other Indigenous 
people nationally. The census showed that around 
Australia, 20.4% of Indigenous people lived in a “rural 
or remote area” (ABS 2017a). In the NT however, the 
census indicated that 48.8% of Indigenous people lived 
in a “rural or remote area” (ABC 2017). The jump from 
20.4% of the population to 48.8% of the population is 
already stark, but consider this: what do we consider a 
rural or remote area around Australia? Queensland and 
New South Wales are the most regionalised states in 
Australia. But living in a rural hub in one of these states 

(like Mount Isa or Bourke), is very different to living in a 
remote area of the NT such as Galiwin’ku or Borroloola. 
These are communities of under 3,000 people, made 
up almost entirely of Aboriginal people who have 
kinship ties to one another, live on their traditional 
lands a considerable distance from any urban hub, and 
primarily speak languages other than English.

Linguistic diversity in the NT
The NT is also home to vast linguistic diversity—both 
among its Indigenous people and its diverse migrant 
population. In terms of Indigenous languages, the Top 
End is also equal second highest in the country in terms 
of the number of Indigenous languages spoken (ABS 
2017a). According to the 2016 census, the Top End is 
home to more speakers of Indigenous languages than 
any other region of Australia (ABS 2017a). This area of the 
NT is also considered to be one of the most vulnerable to 
natural hazards and climate change so linguistic barriers 
must be a key consideration in emergency planning (ABC 
2019; Bardon 2019).

The importance of recognising diversity 
and empowering communities in 
emergency management

It is clear from the ABS statistics that the NT is 
comprised of a population that is markedly different to 
that of the rest of Australia. However, many of Australia’s 
emergency management systems and legislation are 
developed in and for Australia’s major population 
centres. These systems often do not translate to 
the needs of remote Aboriginal communities or 
are not appropriate for the circumstances. The 
immense diversity that exists among Australia’s First 
Nations people means that recognising, valuing and 
empowering community voices and leadership is 
crucial to getting emergency management right in such 
different contexts.

Disempowerment of  af fected communit ies  in 
emergencies is not unique to remote Aboriginal 
communities—but structural inequality and historical 
disadvantage add additional complexities. Given its 
unique demographic and geography, and historical 
power imbalances, the NT provides a stark example. 
However, feelings of disempowerment when local 
voices and leadership are overlooked or ignored 
are indeed not unique to the NT or to Aboriginal 
communities.

The below quote,  for  example,  refers  to the 
experience of communities affected by the 2009 Black 
Saturday bushfires, but illustrates the same sense of 
disempowerment and undervaluing of local knowledge, 
existing governance and structures.

The locals found that their initiative and drive 
in the early days was smothered by a recovery 
process described as overlooking local knowledge 
and expertise in community leadership. It further 
disadvantaged those locals with construction 
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equipment and skills, and men and women needing 
help with disaster-affected businesses. The overall 
effect was disempowering, and contradicted the 
appearance of meaningful community consultation 
(Zara and Parkinson 2013).

No matter the composition of the affected population, 
the way emergency responders treat people affected 
by disasters is important in their psychosocial recovery 
(Australian Red Cross 2010). Disaster management 
systems that do not place affected people at the centre 
of operations have the potential to do a great disservice 
to the people they are trying to help. In some instances, 
the response can cause greater damage than the 
emergency event itself. However, given the cultural, 
linguistic, geographic, historical and structural factors in 
the NT, the matter is even more complex when dealing 
with remote Aboriginal communities.

Case study: Nauiyu Community, Daly 
River Region, NT

The Reimagining Resilience project was brought about as a 
result of difficult past emergencies where the emergency 
services sector could have managed emergency responses 
and recovery affecting Aboriginal land and Aboriginal 
communities much better. Tropical Cyclones Nathan and 
Lam, which ravaged north-east Arnhem Land in February 
and March 2015, were consistently offered as examples of 
where local people had been disenfranchised in the relief 
and recovery efforts. Many Yolngu at Galiwin’ku who were 
affected by these cyclones refer to what came after the 
cyclones as “the real disaster,” with external agencies 
operating without true deference to local authorities and 
governance structures and thereby creating a sense of 
disenfranchisement among the local population (Gondarra 
2019).

In taking on this project, it seemed everyone I spoke 
with had stories they wanted to share about examples of 
where emergency actors had gone wrong in Aboriginal 
communities. Nauiyu stuck out as the community where 
people wanted to talk about examples of getting it right. 
There were also stories of struggles and mistakes, but 
there was a positivity in the way people spoke about 
Nauiyu in terms of how much had been learned, and how 
far everyone (the community and emergency sector) 
had come in responding to flooding in that community. 
Starting in this project I felt as though I was hearing 
constant stories of where the sector was getting it wrong, 
or at least was perceived to be. I was very interested to 
learn anything I could about the factors that contributed 
to getting it right.

Nauiyu is a small Aboriginal community situated on the 
banks of the Daly River which is vulnerable to flooding. 
The community is home to approximately 450 residents 
from 14 main family groups. There is a small air strip in 
the community, but access to the community is most 
commonly via long stretches of narrow, windy roads. 
The drive there takes approximately 2.5 hours from 
Darwin or 3 hours from Katherine. When the community 

floods, the community members are evacuated to Darwin 
and accommodated at Foskey Pavilion at the Darwin 
Showgrounds as per the Territory Emergency Plan (NT 
Government 2019). Nauiyu was originally established as 
a Catholic mission, and to this day the Catholic church 
located in the centre of the community is a prominent 
feature in community life. On the country surrounding 
the community, there are many sacred sites and places 
of cultural significance. The scenery around Daly River is 
tranquil, but the presence of a site called Blackfella Creek 
where an estimated 150 Aboriginal people were killed 
in the 1884 Woolwonga Massacre is a reminder that the 
history of this region has not always been so peaceful 
(Lindsay 2013; The South Australian Register 1886; Allam 
& Evershed 2019).

The two most recent evacuations took place in December 
2015 and January 2018, spanning 15 days and 18 days 
respectively (Australian Red Cross 2015; Australian Red 
Cross 2018b). Under NT emergency arrangements, 
Territory Families is the government department 
responsible for leading the NT’s Welfare Group and 
therefore responsible for evacuation centres (NT 
Government 2019). Australian Red Cross is a member of 
the Welfare Group and, since the 2015 Nauiyu evacuation, 
has had an arrangement with Territory Families for the 
management of evacuation centres (Australian Red Cross 
2016; Australian Red Cross 2018a). In the 2015 evacuation, 
Territory Families managed the evacuation centre for the 
first four days as was the arrangement at the time, before 
asking Australian Red Cross to take over (Australian Red 
Cross 2016). An evacuation centre management contract 
has been in place ever since for Australian Red Cross to 
manage evacuation centres in the NT (Australian Red 
Cross 2019). Australian Red Cross has had a full-time staff 
member based in the community since 2013 who, along 
with carrying out other community development work, 
has assisted in emergency preparedness, response and 
recovery (Mitchell 2019a).

The relationship between this community and emergency 
agencies, as well as the community’s preparedness for 
emergencies, have evolved over time. Feedback from 
the community was that the 2018 evacuation was far 
better than the 2015 evacuation. The following will 
discuss why that may have been the case and the key 
components of this progression that may be able to be 
applied or built upon in working with other Aboriginal 
communities around emergencies. The Reimagining 
Resilience project, interested in identifying factors that 
influenced this improvement, sought to better understand 
the community’s experience with those two recent 
evacuations.

Throughout the course of the project, I was able to 
have many conversations with community members, 
emergency workers who had been involved in the floods, 
service providers based in the community, Red Cross 
workers involved with the community and the flooding, 
and government workers involved in emergency planning, 
about their perspectives on what was learned and 
improved on during the recent floods. The responses fell 
into three main categories.
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1. A relationship focus
2. Community representation
3. Continuity of relationship and learning.

The following passage uses interviews with a community 
worker and a community Elder to delve into why these 
three areas have been important in improving Nauiyu 
community’s experience of emergency evacuations 
between 2015 and 2018. It draws heavily from an 
interview with Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann, an 
Elder from Nauiyu, in which she shares her community’s 
experience with flood emergencies. It also draws from 
a report and case study series released by the Social 
Recovery Reference Group in which Red Cross facilitated 
the documentation of the experience in the NT of the 
two recent Nauiyu evacuations.

A relationship focus—learning from each other, 
learning how to be with each other
The Reimagining Resilience project highlighted the 
importance of relationships between communities 
and emergency agencies in enabling community-
led response. It is important to build these trusted 
relationships over time, well in advance of a disaster 
event (Aldrich 2018). It can be said that a factor in the 
improvement of evacuations between 2015 and 2018 is 
the work that has been done in building relationships 
in the community outside of emergency times (Mitchell 
2019b). Red Cross has had a presence in Nauiyu 
Community since 2013. The sustained relationship 
between Red Cross and the community has assisted 
in building mutual understanding, collaboration and 
decision making around recent evacuations. Maddy 
Bourke has been a community development officer with 
Red Cross since 2015. Of building relationships with the 
community, she says:

I have over this period built up the trust of the 
community Elders and as a result been able to effect 
change in the way community responds to situations 
of emergency and great sorrow or stress … Trust is 
built from the community getting to know you and 
know they can rely on you in both the good and 
the bad times. I have tremendous respect for the 
community and their resilience in times of adversity. 
As a result of this I was included in many of the 
decision-making committees and was relied upon 
to help in many various situations. I was also able to 
establish a good rapport with the young people of the 
community, gaining their trust over the years I have 
been there (Mitchell 2019a; 33).

Interested to know about the community’s perspective 
on this, I had a conversation with Community Elder 
Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann about how she 
saw the development of the relationship between the 
2015 and 2018 floods. As a retired teacher and school 
principal—and an eternal educator—it was no surprise 
that she identified a “learning mindset” as central to the 
development of relational trust.

Rather than viewing the relationship as fixed and 
unchanging, Miriam views it as a “process”. She often 
refers to a “process of learning from each other” or a 
“process of learning to be with each other”. This is her 
perspective on both the community and emergency 
services agencies learning how to work together, and 
the community, in its diversity, learning how to be with 
each other in a very different setting to what they are 
used to (Mitchell 2019a).

I asked Miriam how she thought the relationship 
between Nauiyu community and the emergency services 
sector, particularly those agencies involved in the 
community members’ stay in the evacuation centre in 
Darwin, had changed.

The first time we went out [2015] we were all in 
learning mode in how to deal with each other.

I think there was that thing of them not knowing how 
to do things with us and us not knowing what their 
expectation was I think that brought it to a head (a live 
and learn thing); it was picked up and noted when we 
were there the first time.

It made it feel better for the second time because we 
know at least if we were going there again at least 
they have a little bit of an understanding of how we 
are going to react, you know, towards each other 
(Mitchell 2019a; 34).

I asked if there were any things specifically put in place 
that led to these sorts of changes. Miriam explained 
that a lot of listening to the community had been done 
about what needed to happen in future. There was the 
appointment of the two community representatives for 
emergencies—Miriam-Rose and Mark Casey—which she 
explains was key in 2018. There was also the community 
design of an evacuation centre plan, so that if the 
community members were to be evacuated again, the 
evacuation centre could be set up in a way that suited 
them. This was able to be used in 2018. Miriam reflected 
that with all of this, issues were more easily identified 
and addressed in the evacuation centre in 2018:

There was things I suppose put in place from the 
previous time we’d been with you. Listening to us—
what it was—two people [community leaders Miriam-
Rose and Mark] that was there—that is happening, this 
is happening, this has to be corrected somehow… just 
little things like that that we brought to their attention 
(Mitchell 2019a; 34).

With the impacts of climate change already being felt by 
Nauiyu Community, Miriam-Rose is realistic about the 
likelihood of needing to be evacuated due to flooding 
again in the coming years. However, she is also optimistic 
about what will happen should the unfortunate arise.

This is happening one many times too many because 
of the climate and stuff and we’ve got to go with the 
flow and learn and be good with each other and just 
with our people too that run amok (Mitchell 2019a; 34).
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Nature’s funny and she does things in her own way, 
and if there was going to be a time when we’ve got 
to come again to be with you, [I] think that would 
be almost even better than the last time (Mitchell 
2019a; 35).

Following the evacuation in 2018, Red Cross emergency 
services workers who were involved in the evacuation 
were invited to travel to Nauiyu for a Water Blessing in 
the river that had flooded. This was the community’s way 
of offering thanks. The ceremony includes putting water 
on the head and the navel to symbolise coming into the 
world in infancy. The ceremony connects the people 
being blessed to that country and welcomes them as part 
of that place. The community also invited emergency 
services workers from various agencies to come and 
spend a week in their community to experience life in 
community and learn about country and culture. The 
workshop was suggested after the community was 
asked what it wanted to do with money earmarked for 
‘community resilience’ and opted to educate the sector 
rather than the other way around, which was symbolic 
of where the relationship was between agencies and 
the community.

Community representation
Another key element that was identified as improving 
between the 2015 and 2018 evacuations was community 
representation in preparing for, responding to and 
recovering from disasters. Nauiyu provides an example 
of how community can influence and be involved before, 
during and after disasters. While the importance of 
community representation and voice in emergency 
response is somewhat embedded into the emergency 
response psyche in the NT, particularly around 
evacuations, sustained involvement of community 
leaders is less common in other parts of the disaster 
management project cycle. There have certainly been 
examples in the NT where community representation 
has not been adequate but embedding community 
representation in emergency response has come a long 
way in the past few years and the sector continues 
to try to build on this (Australian Red Cross 2018c; 
Mitchell 2019b; Ellemor 2005). Nauiyu offers an example 
of how community members have been involved in 
preparedness, response and recovery, partly due to the 
sustained Red Cross emergency work in the community 
over the course of many years.

During the 2015 evacuation, a need was identified for 
people to speak for the community in a consolidated 
voice in order to represent the requirements of the 
community. There was a need for liaison of sorts 
between community and emergency agencies. Two 
Community Elders, Miriam-Rose and Mark, took on 
this role as it was seen to be important to have a male 
and female representative and that these people be 
from different family groups. These two would be the 
primary representatives, and representatives of other 
language groups or families would join or be consulted 
with as needed.

Miriam-Rose explained that she and Mark are very 
different people, but they complemented each other 
well. Of her relationship with Mark, she says:

We get on like wildfire, he speaks my mother’s 
language, he [has a] police background, me teaching 
background. He can be really, really heavy with 
people playing up. It’s good—we’ve got different ways 
of talking to people… whether there’s kids or adults 
(Mitchell 2019a; 35).

She explained that they became the representatives 
in the evacuation centre during the 2015 evacuation, 
and the same approach was used again in the 2018 
evacuation. The reasoning for this eventuating was 
described as follows:

They [the people running the evacuation centre] 
were having problems with us in finding one or two 
spokespeople for the group. I suppose almost 500 
people and they couldn’t spread themselves out to 
go individually to speak to all the people there and 
so decided to have two people to talk to (Mitchell 
2019a; 36).

Also wanted to make it into something to use in the 
future, me and another person, also get other Elders 
from other language groups. Sometimes it was just 
the two of us and sometimes they/we got the other 
language groups to come in, so we’d have sessions in 
the centre, as often as (Mitchell 2019a; 36).

Miriam said their role was to “talk, update on things 
that were happening and if there were any things that 
the Elders wanted to update agencies on, that was their 
opportunity” (Mitchell 2019a;  36). In addition to these 
meetings with the Elders, there would also be a whole of 
community meeting in the evacuation centre each day.

While both sides—community and emergency services 
agencies—have seen the community representation as 
very important, Miriam-Rose reflects that it can be a 
challenging role.

… you’ve got the community coming to you and all the 
agencies as well… sometimes that’s an issue with me 
personally and I just get away from inside the pavilion 
and go and sit in the kitchen area. It’s not just our 
mob, it’s people from that side too, government mob, 
or other offices or businesses (Mitchell 2019a; 36).

While it can be a difficult role, it is important to note 
that Miriam-Rose was offered accommodation outside of 
the evacuation centre by a charity she is affiliated with 
and turned down the offer. She said it was important she 
stay in the evacuation centre with her community and 
carry out this important role, even though it meant little 
reprieve for her personally. Of the offer to stay offsite 
Miriam said she was thankful, but she wanted to be 
there at the evacuation centre, “just in case something 
happens and that you’re not understanding what the 
needs are in the people as we go through this process of 
learning from each other” (Mitchell 2019a; 34).
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When the community was evacuated in 2018, there were 
clearer expectations all round and lots of lessons learned 
from the previous evacuation three years before. In 2018, 
the community representatives were able to establish 
the cultural expectations of people in the community 
for staying in the evacuation centre:

… when we went the second time, I think the people 
had got the message because we’d talked to them too 
and said, ‘Hey, look we’re not here for a party, we’re 
here because we’ve got issues at home with water and 
stuff and these people are trying to look after us and 
make sure that we’re comfortable’ (Mitchell 2019a; 37).

It is important to have a coordinated approach from the 
agency side when approaching this community interface 
model. Firstly, as Miriam identified, it can be very taxing 
on the community representatives. Secondly, the 
community is likely to make little distinction between 
which agency is which and where different people 
they talk to in the centre are from. When community 
members at Nauiyu talk about their experience of being 
evacuated, the terms ‘your mob’ and ‘my mob’ are used 
when talking about the community and the agencies 
involved (Mitchell 2019a). In referring to all agencies as 
‘your mob’, there is no distinction between the different 
parties involved whether it be government agencies, 
non-government organisations or other groups. This 
emphasises the importance of seamless coordination 
and communication between different agencies 
involved at this community interface (Mitchell 2019b). 
While agencies may have different mandates among 
themselves and tensions with other agencies, it is 
important that all agencies coordinate well to facilitate 
smoother experiences for the community.

Continuity of relationship and learning
None of this work is possible overnight and continual 
two-way learning through relationship building is needed 
over time. There is a requirement for sustained work 
outside of emergency responses to build on relationships 
and what has been learned. Meaningful partnership 
means two-way learning and respect; communities 
that are resilient and prepared for emergencies, and an 
emergency services workforce that is equipped to work 
with communities in culturally appropriate ways and to 
adapt to meet the needs of diverse populations.

Recognising this, Australian Red Cross and the Miriam-
Rose Foundation ran cultural awareness workshops 
in Nauiyu in December 2018 and June 2019 for twenty 
emergency services workers. In the workshop, the 
community emphasised the importance of activities such 
as these and “slowly, slowly, learning to walk together 
in that comfortable walk” (Ungunmerr-Baumann 2019). 
While running the workshops, Miriam-Rose encouraged 
agency personnel, whether volunteer or paid, to keep 
coming back to deepen relationships and knowledge of 
their culture and country, remarking “it’s not overnight 
we’re going to get to know each other.”

In the interview with Miriam-Rose, the importance of 
relationships and the difficulty of the inevitable turnover 
of staff in emergency agencies was discussed. It was 
noted that there was no expectation that things would 
remain continuous, rather a compassionate recognition 
that “you have to have a rest and go be with your mob.” 
The impact of this relational trust was significant in terms 
of what the Nauiyu community leaders can expect and 
what they know is expected of them (Mitchell 2019a; 38).

Miriam-Rose touched on what it was like for her in the 
evacuation centre dealing with lots of different staff from 
different agencies:

… then another person comes in and there are 
changeovers in the place at times, and we go looking 
for somebody and then they say ‘this one’s here in their 
place’ and you’re dealing with another new person 
that you’re not familiar with … sometimes that’s hard, 
‘should I or shouldn’t I, or should I just leave it?’ A lot 
of the time it’s not really serious stuff, but thinking, 
‘Oh how do we do this, change that, or how do the 
people do whatever it is that’s happening here?’ And 
sometimes I’m standing off because I don’t know that 
person well—the people that I’ve now met, they’ve been 
exposed to us and we’ve found what is expected of us 
(Mitchell 2019a; 38).

In order to work in culturally sensitive ways with 
communities, emergency services workers and agencies 
need to be aware of their own cultural values and 
how this may influence their work with community 
members. It is said that “the dominant cultural values 
of the organisations, agencies and partners working 
with communities will influence their perceptions of 
the community’s capacity to be involved in decision 
making” (Mitchell 2019b; 57). It is often believed there 
are nine dimensions that underlie cultural similarity and 
difference in regard to cultural norms or values. The most 
relevant of these in the context of how the emergency 
sector can support community-led recovery is “societal 
individualism through to collectivism” (Mitchell 2019b; 
57). Mitchell (2019b, 57) states that “this was evident in the 
Nauiyu Evacuation Centre where there was a respect for 
the values of the community demonstrated through the 
relational emphasis and the group goals that government 
and community were working towards.”

A lot of work has been done in building relationships 
and creating more equal partnership models between 
community and emergency services agencies. The 
challenge now will be going one step further and better 
using Indigenous knowledge in mainstream emergency 
management. During the cultural workshops, Miriam 
spoke about learning how to navigate the cultural systems 
of mainstream Australia, particularly as a young teacher 
and in her dealings with government agencies in Darwin. 
She said she had needed to learn how to dress and how 
to talk in that particular environment. She told the group, 
“We have to learn how to be in your world, and now by 
coming here you can choose to learn how to be in our 
world” (Ungunmerr-Baumann 2019).
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Conclusion

This research project has sought to highlight the 
diversity that exists in Australia and among our First 
Nations People and explore why localised emergency 
management approaches are important as a result. 
Emergency management systems in Australia are making 
efforts to shift to a more collaborative model that 
involves working with communities rather than simply 
delivering to communities. There is, however, still work 
to be done to shift from a service delivery approach to 
a more localised, participatory and consultative model 
that acknowledges and harnesses local knowledge and 
creates opportunities for community driven and fit-for-
purpose emergency management for all Australians.

There is great promise in the appetite for change 
and reform in the localisation space in the global 
humanitarian landscape. When it comes to localisation, 
in carrying out these much-welcomed reforms globally, 
the sector mustn’t overlook the opportunity to redress 
the power imbalances and lack of representation in 
emergencies that exist within Australia, particularly in 
some of our most vulnerable communities.

The localisation agenda provides an impetus 
to review power imbalances throughout the 
global humanitarian system, and those that 
exist within Australia should not be exempt.

As the interview with Nauiyu Community Elder 
Miriam-Rose shows, when there is a focus on strong 
relationships, continuous learning and community 
representation, the experience of an emergency can be 
much less stressful for affected people. It reinforced the 
importance of the emergency management sector in 
Australia valuing and acknowledging existing capacities 
and governance systems that exist within communities. 
The localisation agenda provides an impetus to review 
power imbalances throughout the global humanitarian 
system, and those that exist within Australia should not 
be exempt.
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