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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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Terms of Reference (a), (b) and (f): 

(a) the responsibilities of, and coordination between, the Commonwealth and State, Territory and local 

Governments relating to preparedness for, response to, resilience to, and recovery from, natural 

disasters, and what should be done to improve these arrangements, including with respect to resource 

sharing; 

(b)  Australia’s arrangements for improving resilience and adapting to changing climatic conditions, what 

actions should be taken to mitigate the impacts of natural disasters, and whether accountability for 

natural disaster risk management, preparedness, resilience and recovery should be enhanced, 

including through a nationally consistent accountability and reporting framework and national 

standards; … 

(f)   ways in which Australia could achieve greater national coordination and accountability – through 

common national standards, rule-making, reporting and data-sharing – with respect to key 

preparedness and resilience responsibilities, including for the following … 

 (iii) land-use planning, zoning and development approval (including building standards), urban safety, 

construction of public infrastructure, and the incorporation of natural disaster considerations 

Local governments and natural disasters 
Local governments – cities, shires, towns and municipalities – play a central role in preparing for, responding 

to, and recovering from natural disasters. The roles and responsibilities of Australia’s 537 local governments 

differ between jurisdictions and depend in part on the geography of the area, the demographics and unique 

needs of the communities they serve, and sometimes the particular natural disasters they face. Between 60 

and 70 percent of local governments are regional or rural.1 

Local governments will often have a more detailed understanding of their local communities and resources 

than other levels of government. They may be a key source of information for their communities. Emergency 

response services also commonly rely on the knowledge, support and expertise of local governments. 

Local governments will also understand their local infrastructure and generally have primary responsibility 

for restoring community infrastructure after a disaster, with the support of Australian, state and territory 

governments. They may also lead the delivery of community services, such as evacuation centres, relief 

centres and safe places, during and after a natural disaster.  

Along with state and territory emergency services, local governments are an integral part of the emergency 

planning process, and play an important role in risk mitigation, land-use planning and land management. The 

quality of the information they rely on is critical to the effectiveness of both their plans and their response 

to emergencies more generally.  

Natural disasters do not respect state and territory borders, much less local government boundaries. The 

2019-20 bushfire season highlighted that coordination within and between all levels of government is 

fundamental to effective planning for, responding to and recovering from natural disasters.  

This paper poses a number of questions on which the Royal Commission invites comment by 18 June 2020. 
The Commission particularly encourages local governments to provide their views. To comment, please use 
the response form on the Commission’s website: https://rcndasubmissions.lawinorder.com.au/ 

                                                           
1 In the Australian Capital Territory, the responsibilities usually handled by local government are administered by a 
department of the territory government: Australian Local Government Authority, Local Government Key Facts and 
Figures <https://alga.asn.au>. 
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Question 1 

a. What information do local governments have access to and rely on in preparing natural disaster 

management plans, conducting risk assessments and in otherwise preparing for natural disasters?  

b. What information do local governments rely on in assessing the impact of natural disasters? 

c. How can the information available to, and relied on by, local governments be improved to assist their 

role in planning for, responding to and recovering from natural disasters? 

d. To what extent is the information referred to in (a) and (b) shared or coordinated with other local 

governments and with the community? 

 

Question 2 

a. What is the responsibility of local governments for communicating with, and educating their 

communities about, natural disaster risks, preparedness, response and recovery?  

b. How is this put into effect? 

c. How could this communication and education be improved? 

 

Question 3 

Are local governments provided with sufficient guidance, training and standards to perform their role in 

relation to natural disaster mitigation, preparedness, response and recovery? 

 

Question 4 

How can local governments ensure accountability for, and compliance with, land-use planning or hazard 

management obligations designed to mitigate and increase resilience to natural hazard risks? 

 

Question 5 

a. What is the responsibility of local governments for evacuation, evacuation centres and safe places? 

b. How could these arrangements, including with respect to coordination between local governments, be 

improved? 

 

Question 6 

a. What is the responsibility of local governments for assisting the community with relief and recovery from 

natural disasters?  

b. How do local governments coordinate relief and recovery assistance with other local governments, 

Australian, state and territory governments, charities and community groups? 

c. How could these arrangements be improved? 

Next Steps 
Submissions in response to this paper will inform the Royal Commission’s consideration of the role of local 
governments in natural disaster management. Responses will also assist with the panels on local 
government that the Commission intends to hear from later in June 2020. 

The Royal Commission continues to gather information and analyse evidence, and will not make findings or 
draw conclusions until it has completed this process. 

This paper does not seek to cover every issue relevant to local government that the Royal Commission may 

consider. Further issues may be explored in relation to local governments and natural disasters. 

 


