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The Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements was established 
on 20 February 2020 in response to the extreme bushfire season of 2019-20 which 
resulted in devastating loss of life, property and wildlife, and environmental 
destruction across the nation. 

The Letters Patent for the Royal Commission set out the terms of reference and 
formally appoint Air Chief Marshal Mark Binskin AC (Retd), the Honourable 
Dr Annabelle Bennett AC SC and Professor Andrew Macintosh as 
Royal Commissioners.  
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Introduction 
On 20 February 2020, the Prime Minister announced the establishment of a national royal commission into 
Australia’s devastating Black Summer bushfires: the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster 
Arrangements (Royal Commission).  

The Royal Commission’s work will be carried out in accordance with its terms of reference, which set the 
scope of the inquiry and provide that the Commissioners must report to the Governor-General by 
31 August 2020.  

The purpose of this paper is to provide a brief overview of Australia’s existing national natural disaster 
arrangements. Australia’s natural disaster management arrangements reflect the federal system of 
government, which apportions powers and responsibilities between the Commonwealth and states and 
territories. This context will be relevant to the next stages of the Royal Commission’s public engagement, in 
particular to its upcoming public hearings and issues papers the Royal Commission plans to publish, seeking 
public responses.  

Importantly, this paper does not contain findings or conclusions on any issues. The Royal Commission 
continues to gather information and analyse evidence, and will not make findings or draw conclusions until 
it has completed this process. 

 

A shared responsibility 
Australia’s natural disaster arrangements are characterised by a layered and matrixed system of 
governments, organisations and communities, where roles and responsibilities are shared between public 
and private entities. While states and territories have primary responsibility for emergency management in 
their jurisdiction, every level of government has some role in preparing for, responding to, and recovering 
from natural disasters. Individuals, non-government organisations and private industry also play an 
important role. 

The roles and responsibilities of the various actors under these arrangements often vary, depending on the 
scale of a natural disaster. As the scale of an emergency grows, the level of support required from 
governments and organisations increases. For example, state and territory emergency services agencies 
generally coordinate on-the-ground emergency response activities; where disasters cross state and/or 
territory boundaries or reach a particular scale, the Australian Government’s Crisis Coordination Centre can 
assist with coordinating interstate and international assistance; charities and insurance companies also 
usually play a role in assisting individuals and communities in recovery. 

Different government agencies are responsible during different phases of a natural disaster (mitigation, 
preparedness, response and recovery). For example, government agencies with responsibilities for national 
parks and other conservation reserves might play a greater role in bushfire risk mitigation than in bushfire 
response, but might work closely with emergency services during an incident.  
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Frameworks for natural disaster management  
Several overarching frameworks apply irrespective of the phase or scale of a natural disaster. Collectively, 
these frameworks form the foundations for Australia’s national natural disaster arrangements. 

 

  

 

International Agreements 
Sendai Framework 
In 2015, Australia adopted the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015 – 2030 (the Sendai 
Framework). The United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction oversees the implementation of the 
Sendai Framework.  

The Sendai Framework outlines four global priorities for action to reduce disaster risk: 

• understanding disaster risk  
• strengthening disaster risk governance to manage disaster risk 
• investing in disaster risk reduction for resilience, and 
• enhancing disaster preparedness for effective response, and to ‘Build Back Better’ in recovery. 

The Paris Agreement and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
The Paris Agreement aims to strengthen the global response to the threat of climate change. In the 
agreement, countries agreed to work to limit global temperature rise to well below two degrees Celsius 
above pre-industrial levels. In light of this temperature goal, countries also agreed to the global goal of 
enhancing adaptive capacity, strengthening resilience and reducing vulnerability to climate change. 

The United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is a plan of action for people, the planet 
and prosperity. There are 17 Sustainable Development Goals and 169 targets to be met by 2030, which aim 
to eliminate poverty by placing the world on a more sustainable economic, social and environmental path.  
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National Frameworks1  
National Strategy for Disaster Resilience 

The National Strategy for Disaster Resilience underpins Australia’s approach to disaster management. It 
acknowledges the increasing regularity and severity of natural disasters, and recognises that a national, 
coordinated and cooperative effort is required to enhance Australia’s capacity to withstand and recover 
from emergencies and disasters. The Strategy is guided by the principle of shared responsibility between all 
levels of government, business, industry and communities. 

The Council of Australian Governments (COAG), Australia’s peak intergovernmental decision making body, 
endorsed the Strategy in February 2011. 

Australian Government Crisis Management Framework  

The Australian Government Crisis Management Framework outlines the arrangements for how the 
Australian Government prepares for, responds to, and recovers from any crisis. It sets out the roles and 
responsibilities of senior Australian Government officials from several portfolios, ranging from dedicated 
emergency management personnel to generalist government employees. 

National Disaster Risk Reduction Framework 

The National Disaster Risk Reduction Framework guides national, whole-of-society efforts to proactively 
reduce disaster risk and minimise the loss and suffering caused by disasters. 

COAG endorsed the National Disaster Risk Reduction Framework in March 2020. This framework is 
designed to guide Australia’s efforts to reduce disaster risk associated with natural hazards. It translates the 
first three Sendai Framework priorities (understanding disaster risk, strengthening disaster risk governance 
and investing in disaster risk reduction) into action for the Australian context.  

The National Disaster Risk Reduction Framework establishes a 2030 vision, goals and priorities that are 
broadly aligned to the Sendai Framework and the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals, and outlines 
strategies to achieve these goals and priorities across the five years from 2019 to 2023.  

COAG endorsement coincided with the commencement of a National Partnership Agreement on Disaster 
Risk Reduction. This agreement facilitates the Australian Government making payments to states and 
territories for delivering on the National Disaster Risk Reduction Framework. 

Australian Disaster Preparedness Framework 

The Australian Disaster Preparedness Framework outlines the principles that underpin national 
preparedness. The document provides guidance to states and territories about capabilities Australia needs 
to prepare for severe disasters. It emphasises the need to draw these capabilities from private, 
non-government and community sectors. The framework was developed in 2018 by the Australian 
Government in consultation with states and territories. 

The framework gives effect to Australia’s obligations under the Sendai Framework to build Australia’s 
resilience, preparedness and management of severe to catastrophic disasters. It is designed to complement 
the National Strategy for Disaster Resilience by providing guidance on understanding risk, partnering with 
those who effect change, and supporting capabilities, all of which are required to enhance preparedness. 

The Australia-New Zealand Emergency Management Committee (ANZEMC), the peak intergovernmental 
committee responsible for emergency management, oversees implementation of the framework.  

                                                           
1 These frameworks are not exhaustive. Other related national frameworks and strategies include the National Climate 
Change Adaptation Framework 2007, the Critical Infrastructure Resilience Strategy 2015 and the Australian 
Government Disaster Response Plan 2017. 
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Arrangements for Interstate Assistance (AIA) 

The AIA is the primary arrangement for mutual assistance in emergency management activities being 
conducted by Australian and New Zealand agencies. It enables Australian fire, emergency services and land 
management agencies to request assistance from other states and territories in response to natural 
disasters. It caters for occasions when significant resource deployments are requested for response to large 
scale events. 

The Australasian Fire and Emergency Services Authorities Council (AFAC) National Resource Sharing Centre 
maintains the AIA. The AFAC National Resource Sharing Centre coordinates and facilitates international and 
interstate deployments through partnership and national arrangements as authorised by the 
Commissioners and Chief Officers Strategic Committee. 

The Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements (DRFA) 

The DRFA is a program that provides Australian Government financial assistance to states and territories to 
help cover some costs when a natural disaster severely affects a community. States and territories deliver 
the funding assistance to individuals and communities, and determine which areas receive assistance. The 
DRFA commenced in November 2018 and is administered by the Department of Home Affairs.2  

Relief and recovery activities that might be eligible for financial assistance include: 

• personal hardship and distress 
• concessional loans or interest subsidies for small businesses and primary producers 
• transport freight subsidies for primary producers 
• loans and grants to voluntary non-profit organisations and needy individuals 
• the reconstruction of essential public assets, and 
• community recovery funds. 

While the amount of funding varies depending on the type of relief and recovery activity, the 
Australian Government will only pay for part of the costs. States and territories can spend additional funds 
on disaster relief and recovery outside of the Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements.  

 

Intergovernmental decision making 
Natural disasters with severe impacts across communities do not stop at state and territory boundaries and 
therefore require decisions across governments. As a result, cooperation and shared decision making 
between jurisdictions are necessary in natural disaster management. 

Key intergovernmental bodies related to natural disasters are set out below. 

Council of Australian Governments (COAG) 
• The peak intergovernmental forum within Australia. 
• Chair: Prime Minister 
• Comprised of: Prime Minister, state premiers, territory chief ministers and President of the Australian 

Local Government Association (ALGA).  
• By way of example, on 13 March 2020, COAG discussed ‘healing and rebuilding from the 2019-20 

bushfires’. 
• The Productivity Commission maintains a Performance Reporting Dashboard, which provides a single, 

streamlined source of information on progress towards COAG’s key commitments. 

                                                           
2 Prior to the DRFA, the Natural Disaster Relief and Recovery Arrangements facilitated financial assistance from the 
Australian Government to states and territories to assist with the cost of disaster relief and recovery.  
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Ministerial Council for Police and Emergency Management (MCPEM) 
• Focuses on law enforcement reform and emergency management, and increased collaboration across 

both themes. 
• Chair: Chair duties rotate between jurisdictions. 
• Comprised of: Ministers for Police and Emergency Management from the Australian Government, each 

state and territory, New Zealand, and the President of the ALGA. 
• Supported by a Senior Officials Group, which is comprised of agency heads. 

Australia-New Zealand Emergency Management Committee (ANZEMC) 
• The peak intergovernmental committee responsible for emergency management. It reports to the 

MCPEM. 
• Chair: Co-chaired by Deputy Secretary, Security & Resilience Group, Home Affairs, and a jurisdictional 

member on a one year, rotational basis. 
• Comprised of: Senior officials from the Australian Government, each state and territory government, 

plus a member from New Zealand and the ALGA. 
• ANZEMC is supported by two sub-committees, the Mitigation and Risk Sub-committee (MaRS) and the 

Community Outcomes and Recovery Sub-committee (CORS). 

The Australian Government Crisis Management Framework also sets out a number of government decision 
making bodies that can be activated during a crisis. These bodies include: 

• Australian Government Crisis Committee (AGCC): the AGCC is the Australian Government’s senior 
crisis management mechanism that deals with all types of national emergencies. 

• National Crisis Committee (NCC): The NCC is a senior level multi-jurisdictional committee 
established to exchange and coordinate information in the event of a crisis. 

Commissioners and Chief Officers Strategic Committee (CCOSC)  
• The CCOSC was established in December 2013 to provide expert operational advice on national issues. 

The CCOSC can coordinate national operational matters during significant events and provide an 
operational reference group for multi-jurisdictional response arrangements. 

• Chair: Director General of Emergency Management Australia (DGEMA). 
• Comprised of: Senior officials from the Australian Government, each state and territory government, 

plus a member from New Zealand and the ALGA 

Other intergovernmental decision making bodies 
Depending on the type of emergency, governments may use other bodies to facilitate discussions and 
decision making. For example, in light of the COVID-19 emergency, a new National Cabinet comprising of 
the Prime Minister, premiers and chief ministers has been set up. The Australian Health Protection Principal 
Committee (AHPPC) is also actively involved as the key decision making and advisory committee for health 
emergencies. The AHPPC’s function is to provide a nationally coordinated health capacity to respond to 
natural disasters and other types of disaster incidents. The AHPPC is comprised of national, state and 
territory Chief Health Officers and is chaired by the Australian Chief Medical Officer. Relevantly, with 
respect to bushfires, in January 2020, the AHPCC published advice on the use of masks for those exposed to 
bushfire smoke.  
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Key Australian Government agencies 
Many government departments and agencies play a role in managing natural disasters. Listed below are 
the key government departments and agencies at the national level with natural disaster management 
responsibilities.  

 

 

Bureau of Meteorology (BoM) 
The BoM provides climate, water and meteorological intelligence to Australian, state and territory 
governments. It works closely with emergency services including collaborative projects and working groups. 
The BoM has also contributed to the Australian Fire Danger Rating System. 

Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) 
CSIRO is Australia’s national science research agency, providing scientific and technology solutions to 
national challenges, to benefit industry, the environment and the community. In relation to natural 
disasters, CSIRO provides expert scientific advice to all levels of government. It collaborates closely with the 
Bureau of Meteorology, Geoscience Australia, universities, and government agencies. 

CSIRO leads research to better understand, respond to and prepare for extreme events and emergency 
situations, such as bushfires, floods, cyclones and drought. These activities include training and assisting all 
state agencies in fire behaviour and prediction. 

Department of Defence / Australian Defence Force 
The Department of Defence and the Australian Defence Force have a range of capabilities and personnel 
that can assist the community in emergencies if a state, territory or local government makes a request for 
Defence assistance. Capabilities include logistics support, airlift, sealift, land transport, engineering, search 
and rescue, medical services, temporary accommodation, imagery, and communications. 

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) 
DFAT coordinates international offers of assistance in response to natural disasters, including liaison with 
foreign governments. DFAT also provides reverse consular assistance to foreign missions whose nationals 
are affected and disseminates information to foreign governments about a crisis.  
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Department of Health 
The Department of Health has responsibility for national health policy. The Department of Health is able to 
activate a National Incident Room to coordinate national responses to health emergencies. It also has 
responsibility to maintain a National Medical Stockpile of essential medicine and equipment and the 
Australian Medical Assistance Team (AUSMAT) capability through the National Critical Care and Trauma 
Response Centre.  

Department of Home Affairs 
The Department of Home Affairs is responsible for:  

• Australian Government emergency management, including through Emergency Management Australia 
(EMA), a division within the department that delivers programs, policies and services relating to 
Australia’s emergency management capability 

• natural disaster relief, recovery and mitigation policy and financial assistance, including payments to 
the states and territories, and 

• critical infrastructure protection coordination. 

EMA, through the Crisis Coordination Centre (CCC), provides situational awareness of crises and 
coordinates Australian Government emergency assistance. In non-crisis situations, the CCC is also involved 
in planning, evaluation and exercises. 

Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and 
Communications 
The Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications is responsible for 
policy advice and regulatory frameworks relating to the telecommunications, broadcasting and postal 
sectors, including spectrum allocation and the National Triple Zero Emergency Call Service. The national 
broadcasters (the Australian Broadcasting Corporation and SBS) also have a role in broadcasting emergency 
messages. 

Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (PM&C) 
PM&C provides secretariat support for the Council of Australian Governments, including senior officials 
meetings (SOM) and deputy senior officials meetings (DSOM).  

Geoscience Australia 
Geoscience Australia is Australia’s public sector geoscience organisation. It is the nation’s adviser on the 
geology and geography of Australia. Geoscience Australia develops data and information for bushfire, 
earthquake, flood, severe wind (eg, from a tropical cyclone) and tsunami and conducts post-disaster 
surveys. Geoscience Australia has also developed a range of open source hazard modelling tools. 

National Bushfire Recovery Agency (NBRA) 
The NBRA has responsibility for leading and coordinating a national response to rebuilding communities 
affected by bushfires across large parts of Australia. The NBRA administers the National Bushfire Recovery 
Fund, which is supporting recovery efforts across Australia over the next two years. The Australian 
Government has allocated an initial $2 billion to this fund. The agency head reports to the Prime Minister 
through the Minister for Emergency Management. 

Services Australia 
The Prime Minister announced the establishment of Services Australia on 26 May 2019. It administers a 
range of health, social and welfare payments and services, including through Medicare, Centrelink and 
Child Support. It is responsible for administering the Disaster Recovery Payment (one-off) and Disaster 
Recovery Allowance (loss of income) following the 2019-20 bushfires. 
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Treasury 
The Treasury analyses the impact of natural disasters on the economy. It informs Australian Government 
decision making by forecasting and modelling the potential economic impact of proposed disaster recovery 
activities.  

 

Key state and territory agencies 
Described below in alphabetical order are the main state and territory government departments and 
agencies with natural disaster management responsibilities. These agencies are described generally 
because while states and territories have similar responsibilities, the structures to discharge those 
responsibilities vary between states and territories. 

Communities and housing services 
This agency might assist with supporting recovery services to assist the community in dealing with the 
impact of a natural disaster. While the emergency management agency will coordinate recovery, it will 
work closely with the agency responsible for communities and housing services. These services include 
providing food and clothing to evacuation centres, income support programs, and emergency temporary 
accommodation where people cannot live in their homes because of a natural disaster.  

Department/Directorate of Premier/Chief Ministers 
States and territories have a department or directorate responsible for supporting their premier or chief 
minister and working with other agencies to deliver on the elected government’s priorities. These agencies 
will be intimately involved in any larger scale natural disaster to coordinate disaster management policy 
and arrangements with the Australian Government. These agencies will also support the premier’s or chief 
minister’s attendance at any COAG meeting. 

Emergency management agencies (for example, Emergency Management Victoria) 
States and territories have an agency responsible for leading and coordinating emergency preparedness, 
response and recovery. This agency will have policy responsibility for emergency management and might 
be part of a broader portfolio of responsibilities. For example, in NSW, the Office of Emergency 
Management is part of the Department of Communities and Justice.  

Financial assistance to communities  
A number of agencies are responsible for grants and other forms of financial assistance to aid the recovery 
of communities after a natural disaster. Financial assistance can be provided to local governments to aid 
the restoration of community infrastructure, as well as businesses and individuals who have experienced 
losses.  

Fire and rescue services (for example, Northern Territory Fire and Rescue Services)  
States and territories have one or more combat fire services, as well as a State Emergency Service. These 
authorities have professional and volunteer members who assist in disaster response and recovery. 
Collectively, fire and rescue services have a wide range of responsibilities beyond combating fire. For 
example, fire and rescue services might also be responsible for distributing community warnings and 
emergency alerts, assisting with emergency repairs, restoring essential services, and rescuing or ferrying 
people across floodwaters. 

Health authorities 
States and territory health authorities have primary responsibility for health emergencies. They have health 
disaster plans to coordinate health facilities in response to natural disasters and other types of disaster 
incidents.  
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Parks and wildlife services (for example, NSW National Parks and Wildlife Services) 
Parks and wildlife services generally have responsibility for managing protected national parks and other 
conservation reserves. Management responsibilities can involve plant and animal conservation, tourism, 
education, as well as land management. These agencies may work closely with firefighting services to 
administer hazard reduction measures. Parks and wildlife services will ordinarily form part of a state or 
territory’s environment portfolio. 

Police services 
Police services support fire and rescue services during natural disasters. In addition to their law 
enforcement duties, police services will undertake additional functions to assist with evacuations and traffic 
management. 

Public works agencies  
Following a severe natural disaster, a public works agency will lead the rebuilding efforts for state-owned 
infrastructure. In addition, public works agencies might provide support, ordinarily in the form of financial 
assistance, for restoration works undertaken by the local government.  

Treasury 
States and territories have Treasury departments responsible for driving economic development, analysis 
and strategy. Following a natural disaster, these departments develop programs to stimulate economic 
recovery in affected communities. 

 

Local governments 
Local governments will be involved in any natural disaster that affects their geographical area of 
responsibility. Local governments have a close relationship with their local community and knowledge of 
locally available resources. In planning for, or combating, an impending bushfire, firefighting services may 
leverage the knowledge of the local government. Emergency management plans compile this knowledge in 
one place so that local governments can respond swiftly to disasters. For example, Shoalhaven City Council 
has the Shoalhaven EMPLAN – Emergency Management Plan 2018 and Kangaroo Island Council provides 
advice on their website Emergencies and Disasters.   

Local governments have primary responsibility for restoring community infrastructure with the support of 
state, territory and Australian governments.  

 

Other entities  
Non-government sectors also play an important role in natural disaster management. As noted in the 
National Strategy for Disaster Resilience, ‘non-government and community organisations are at the 
forefront of strengthening disaster resilience in Australia’. 

Charities 
Charities play a key role in responding to natural disasters and in assisting communities to recover from 
natural disasters. Charities offer a range of support, including funding, food, clothing, mental health 
support, and wildlife care. 
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Critical infrastructure 
Natural disasters can affect the availability of critical infrastructure and cause cascading failures. Critical 
infrastructure provides services essential for everyday life, including water, energy, communications and 
transport. Government and private sector entities own and operate critical infrastructure in Australia. 
Preparing for, and responding to, the impacts of natural disasters on critical infrastructure, including 
conducting risk assessments and developing robust redundancy plans, is important for the effective 
operation of other disaster management strategies—for example, community warnings and 
communication with emergency services.  

Insurance 
Insurers play a key role in facilitating the ability of individuals, businesses and governments to implement 
self-mitigation strategies for natural disasters. Without insurance, individuals, businesses and governments 
could be liable for significant costs. Insurance allows policyholders to manage their risk by transferring 
some of the risk to an insurer.  

Professional bodies, capacity building and research organisations  
Capacity building institutions, such as the Australian Institute for Disaster Resilience (AIDR) and the Bushfire 
and Natural Hazards Cooperative Research Centre (BNHCRC), develop, maintain, coordinate and share 
knowledge and research to support disaster resilience in Australia. The Australasian Fire and Emergency 
Services Authorities Council (AFAC) is the facilitator and custodian of contemporary fire and emergency 
service knowledge and practice. These institutions work across government, communities, not-for-profits, 
research organisations, and the private sector.  
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