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Acknowledgement of Country

The St Vincent de Paul Society acknowledges Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as the
Traditional Custodians of the land on which we live and work, with deep respect. May Elders, past and
present, be blessed and honoured. May we join together and build a future based on compassion,
justice, hope, faith, and reconciliation.



About the St Vincent de Paul Society NSW

As a member and volunteer-based organisation, the St Vincent de Paul Society NSW is present in 350
communities across the State. Our members accompany people in times of hardship, building trust and
providing practical assistance such as food and electricity vouchers, furniture and clothing, and help with
other living expenses such as medical bills.

We are also a leading provider of health and social services supporting people experiencing or at risk of
homelessness, domestic and family violence, problematic alcohol or other drug use, and other forms of
exclusion. In addition, we provide a range of services to people with disability including supports in
employment, day programs, accommodation, and support coordination.

Introduction

Recognising the severity of the rain and flooding events that took place at the end of February 2022, the
St Vincent de Paul Society NSW launched a public appeal on March 1. To date, this appeal has raised $3
million, with the Society contributing additional funds from its own reserves to help meet community
need.

On March 8 we began distributing disaster relief payments via our extensive network of member
volunteers, using tiered eligibility criteria to make payments of up to $3000 per household.

In the month that followed we distributed almost $3.28 million in assistance to 2,180 applicants. Of
these applicants, just under 1 in 5 reported that their homes had been destroyed, and 60% said their
homes had been damaged.

As well as distributing cash grants, the Society worked with our corporate partners to secure donations
of material goods such as tents, sleeping bags, towels, mobile charging stations and solar generators.
Through our presence in recovery centres, and the redeployment of resources such as the Liverpool
Night Patrol Van and Society employees, we distributed these donations, along with meals, snacks and
water, to people in impacted communities.

Based on this experience, our submission focuses on the response to people’s social, financial and
material needs in the days and weeks following a disaster.

We also provide some initial comments on the recovery process and will address these issues more fully
in our submission to the NSW Independent Flood Inquiry. We would be happy to provide a copy of this
submission to the Committee, should that be of assistance.

Recommendations:

1. The NSW Government should:
- review and update the Welfare Services Functional Area Supporting Plan.

- play a more active role establishing and maintaining relationships with and between
organisations with a State-wide remit that make a significant contribution following disasters.

- ensure local coordination efforts are adequately resourced, with structures in place to
incorporate the knowledge, expertise and assets that exist in the NGO sector.

2. The State and Federal Governments should work together to ensure a faster and more coordinated
response to the delivery of cash grants following future disasters. Delivery mechanisms should



recognise and support the importance of human interaction and connection at the point at which
assistance is distributed.

3. Resilience NSW should be tasked with reviewing the operation of the recovery centres established
following the 2022 floods to determine what worked well and what needs improving.

4. The NSW Government should identify, develop and support clear processes to make it easier for
people to access the full range of services and supports available following a disaster, without the
risk of being retraumatised.

5. The NSW Government should support coordinated outreach early in the recovery process.

6. Following disasters, the Department of Communities and Justice should resource case management
support for people with complex needs.

7. The NSW Government should seek to address any gaps in its medium-term responses to housing
need in the Northern Rivers, particularly for cohorts with intersecting vulnerabilities.

8. The NSW Government should ensure an adequate supply of social and affordable housing is
delivered in communities across the Northern Rivers as part of the rebuilding process.

9. The NSW Government should ensure housing responses to future disasters are planned and agreed
in advance.

10. The NSW Government should investigate actions it can take to address insurance affordability,
including resuming work on the proposal to transition the emergency services levy from an
insurance-based model to a property-based model, and removing stamp duty on home and contents
insurance products.

11. The NSW Government should encourage the Federal Government to conduct a national review of
insurance with a focus on ensuring access and affordability for people on low incomes.

12. The NSW Government should advocate to the Federal Government for an increase to the base rate
of JobSeeker.

13. In the absence of any policy change at the national level, the NSW Government should consider
mechanisms to bolster cost-of-living supports for people in flood-impacted regions.

Coordination and Response

This section of our submission responds to Inquiry Terms of Reference 1 (a) (c) and (f).
Coordination

Charities with a state or nation-wide footprint play an important role responding to community needs
following disasters, as do smaller, place-based not-for-profit organisations. As a large charity, the St
Vincent de Paul Society can raise additional funds, leverage corporate donations, and operate at scale.
As an organisation with a grass-roots member base we are also embedded in communities across the
State, with relationships, knowledge and experience that are invaluable in the aftermath of a disaster.

One of Government’s roles in preparing for and responding to disasters should be to ensure that the
mechanisms and resourcing are in place to enable not-for-profit organisations to contribute efficiently
and effectively to disaster response efforts; recognising and enhancing the value of the contribution we
make.



The current framework for collaboration and coordination in relation to the delivery of key welfare
services following a disaster is outlined in the Welfare Services Functional Area Supporting Plan (The
Plan). Our experience is that this plan is no longer up-to-date and/or being implemented effectively.

While The Plan acknowledges the value of stakeholders in the community services sector, it does not
offer a clear mechanism through which organisations such as The Society, who are not identified as a
Participating Organisation but who nonetheless are well-placed to make a significant contribution, can
connect with other agencies and providers with a state-wide remit.

In responding to the 2022 floods, we reached out to other organisations that deliver similar types of
assistance to coordinate where possible. Rather than trying to establish points of coordination following
a disaster, however, relationships should be built in advance. Government can and should play a more
active role in establishing and maintaining these connections. For example, regular meetings at the State
level would help build a stronger foundation for information-sharing and coordination that could then
be scaled-up during a response. Effort is also needed to ensure coordination mechanisms remain
current and are responsive to changes in the landscape in terms of organisational structures and
capacity to assist.

At the local level, recent disasters such as the Black Summer bushfires and the 2022 floods have shown
that capacity for local coordination varies markedly across the State. Local coordination mechanisms
must be adequately resourced and must recognise and incorporate the expertise and assets (including
social capital) that exist in the NGO sector.

Other key components of a well-coordinated response that were missing in the flood response include:

e Clarity of roles. The key responsibilities that sit with each agency or organisation are not well
understood. During the flood response, the lack of clear role delineation contributed to
confusion and anxiety amongst community members, and tension, or even conflict, between
agencies.

e Information sharing about how communities have been impacted. Following the Black Summer
bushfires, Government provided agencies such as The Society with regular updates about
locations that had been impacted and the scale of this impact, to assist in the planning and
delivery of relief efforts. Similar information was not readily available following the floods.

e Information sharing about who can provide what support. This needs to occur at both a state-
wide/strategic level and locally.

Recommendations:
The NSW Government should:
e review and update the Welfare Services Functional Area Supporting Plan.

e play a more active role establishing and maintaining relationships with and between
organisations with a state-wide remit that make a significant contribution following disasters.

e ensure local coordination efforts are adequately resourced, with structures in place to
incorporate the knowledge, expertise and assets that exist in the NGO sector.

Response

Based on the role we played responding to the recent floods, we make the following observations and
recommendations:



Immediate cash grants

Following a disaster, access to cash is often one of people’s most immediate needs. When the scale of
loss is significant, this should be reflected in the scale of the response. The Society was the first
organisation distributing large cash grants (up to $3000) following the floods, and this meant we were
under significant pressure when it came to the sheer number of people requiring assistance. Following
future disasters, State and Federal Governments should work together to ensure a faster and more
coordinated response to the delivery of cash grants.

The way in which cash grants are delivered is important; a variety of delivery mechanisms are needed to
ensure they are accessible to all parts of the community.

Human connection

The ethos that underpins the way in which The Society assists people in the community is based on
human connection — listening to people, getting to know them, and understanding their needs and
aspirations. In providing support — whether in the aftermath of a disaster or as part of our day-to-day
activities — we seek to allow time and space for people to share their stories and build trust. For many of
the people seeking our support following the floods, the process of applying for a cash grant was one of
their first opportunities to talk about their experience with people outside their immediate circle.
Although we were under significant pressure to distribute grants as quickly as possible, we wanted to
ensure we did not simply provide a transaction, but also created opportunity for sharing and
relationship-building. The importance of human interaction and connection at the point at which
assistance is distributed should be recognised and supported following future disasters.

Physical donations

Donations of material goods following a disaster can be an important part of a response, but they can
also be hard to manage. A mismatch between the goods donated and the things people affected by
disasters need and want is not unusual. Our local footprint in affected communities meant we were able
to gather intelligence about the kinds of things people needed, while our corporate relationships meant
we were able to liaise with large corporate donors to facilitate the donation of items that matched these
needs such as tents, solar generators, and lightweight blankets.

The things communities and individuals need will differ from one disaster to another and will change
over time. Improved local coordination mechanisms would facilitate the intelligence-gathering and
information-sharing necessary to ensuring donations match community needs, and enhance the
response rather than adding an administrative and logistical burden.

Recovery Centres

The Society was present in seven recovery centres across Northern NSW. Our experience was that some
centres worked significantly more effectively than others. Factors we identified as important to the
operation of the centres include:

The physical space:
e In some areas the space was not able to accommodate the number of people seeking support.

e In some areas the space could not accommodate the needs of all clients. For example, the need
to ensure privacy, such as for people experiencing domestic violence. Similarly, the recovery
centres were not accessible for some people due to the level of noise, crowding, safety concerns
etc. Arrangements must be put in place to accommodate the needs of all people.

e The amenity of recovery centres, including factors such as adequate seating, shade etc should
also be considered.



The process:

e The process through which people accessed support from the range of services present in the
recovery centres differed from one centre to another. In some areas there was clear
communication between agencies, information was shared effectively, people’s expectations
were well-managed, and the process was streamlined.

The lack of clear process meant that in other areas, however, there were breakdowns in
communication, information was not shared effectively, people were not informed about how
long they would need to wait and what they could expect, and there were breaches of
confidentiality. This added to the stress and confusion experienced by people accessing
assistance, and by the volunteers and employees who were there to support them.

To improve future recovery centres, we recommend Resilience NSW be tasked with reviewing the
operation of the centres established following the floods to determine what worked well and what
needs to be improved, and developing guidelines to support the operation of future recovery centres.

The NSW Government should also identify and support clear processes that are person-centred and do
not expose people to the risk of being retraumatised. These processes need to better support the
sharing of information between agencies offering support in recovery centres (with appropriate
consent) so that people are not obliged to share the same information multiple times. They should also
avoid unnecessary duplication such as signing multiple confidentiality and/or consent forms.

Outreach

Many people in small regional centres and outlying areas were not able to access recovery centres due
to access issues such as road closures and a lack of transport. In some areas efforts were made to
provide shuttle services to and from the recovery centres, but more needs to be done to improve access
for people outside the main regional centres early in the recovery.

Where possible, outreach should start early and be coordinated across organisations, with Government
supporting this coordination. As above, information from Government about how different communities
have been impacted would enable organisations such as The Society to prepare for what the likely
issues will be and send people with the appropriate skillset.

Supporting people with intersecting vulnerabilities

Following a disaster, people often need to navigate a range of systems and processes to get the help
they need. This can be challenging for anyone, but for people with pre-existing vulnerabilities — some of
which may have been exacerbated by a disaster — it can be almost impossible. In our work supporting
people after both the Black Summer bushfires and the floods, we saw that some people need
professional case management support to navigate the help available to them. This should be available
early in the recovery period and continue for six to twelve months depending on need.



Recommendations:

The State and Federal Governments should work together to ensure a faster and more coordinated
response to the delivery of cash grants following future disasters. Delivery mechanisms should
recognise and support the importance of human interaction and connection at the point at which
assistance is distributed.

Resilience NSW should be tasked with reviewing the operation of the recovery centres established
following the 2022 floods to determine what worked well and what needs improving.

The NSW Government should identify, develop and support clear processes to make it easier for
people to access the full range of services and supports available following a disaster, without the risk
of being retraumatised.

The NSW Government should support coordinated outreach early in the recovery process.

Following disasters, the Department of Communities and Justice should resource case management
support for people with complex needs.

Preparedness and Recovery

This section of our submission responds to Inquiry Terms of Reference 1 (a) and (f). As noted above, we
will address issues relating to preparedness and recovery more fully in our submission to the
Independent Flood Inquiry. In the interim, we would like to highlight several issues that must not only
be prioritised during the recovery process, but which are vital to building resilient communities that are
better prepared for future disasters.

Housing and homelessness
The housing system in the Northern Rivers was in crisis prior to the floods. The extensive loss of homes

will now wipe out any semblance of affordability — potentially for years to come. This will increase the
number of people who are homeless, living in precarious situations, or in poor quality or inappropriate
housing. A quasi-street count conducted by the End Street Sleeping collaboration at the end of April
found a total of 333 individuals are now sleeping rough across Byron Shire, Tweed Shire and Lismore.

To help better understand the current situation and potential responses, the St Vincent de Paul Society,
together with a consortium of other service providers, is currently undertaking a research project on
housing needs in the Northern Rivers region. The research will identify gaps in the current suite of
housing support interventions, ways to address medium-term challenges to the housing system, and
actions to offer better mitigation and protections against future disasters for people experiencing
hardship and injustice. The project is expected to finish mid-year and we are happy to provide a copy of
the final report to the inquiry if this would be of assistance.

With more frequent and extreme weather events likely to result in further loss of housing in the future,
short, medium- and long-term housing responses must be better planned and agreed in advance. While
the loss of people’s homes will always cause devastation, the knowledge that a response will be
forthcoming would help avoid the considerable anxiety, stress, and tension that has been the
experience of so many people in the Northern Rivers.



Recommendations:

The NSW Government should seek to address any gaps in its medium-term responses to housing need
in the Northern Rivers, particularly for cohorts with intersecting vulnerabilities.

The NSW Government should ensure an adequate supply of social and affordable housing is delivered
in communities across the Northern Rivers as part of the rebuilding process.

The NSW Government should ensure housing responses to future disasters are planned and agreed in
advance.

Insurance

With a decline in housing affordability, and an increase in the severity and frequency of extreme
weather events, the role of insurance has become increasingly important; without it, a growing number
of people will not be able to get back on their feet following a disaster.

Yet at the same time, insurance has become increasingly unaffordable, particularly for people on low
incomes in higher-risk areas such as parts of the Northern Rivers. Of the households that received our
cash grants following the floods, 74% reported that they were uninsured. The lack of housing
affordability means that even should higher insurance premiums motivate people to lower their risk by
moving, they are not able to do so.

Unless government addresses this market failure, and treats insurance as essential, we will continue to
see a vicious cycle whereby people on the lowest incomes will be the least likely to be insured, while
remaining the most exposed to the risks associated with more frequent extreme weather events.

Alternatives to risk-based pricing for insurance have been mooted or trialed in other parts of Australia
and overseas, but further work is needed to determine what approach, or suite of measures, might work
in the NSW context. The NSW Government should therefore investigate actions it can take to address
insurance affordability. This work could commence with the establishment of a cross-agency taskforce
to help ensure a broad range of perspectives are brought to bear on this issue.

As an immediate step, the NSW Government should ensure that taxes and levies do not further
constrain the affordability of insurance products, amplifying the financial burden for people who live in
higher-risk areas. For example, the Government should resume work on the proposal to transition the
emergency services levy from being attached to insurance premiums, to properties itself. In addition, in
line with recommendations put forward by the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission
(ACCC), stamp duty on home and contents insurance products should be abolished to improve
affordability and ensure people in high-risk areas are not doubly penalised as insurance premiums rise.

The NSW Government should also encourage the Federal Government to conduct a national review of
insurance, with a focus on access and affordability for people on low incomes.

Recommendations:

The NSW Government should investigate actions it can take to address insurance affordability,
including resuming work on transitioning the emergency services levy from an insurance-based model
to a property-based model, and removing stamp duty on home and contents insurance products.

The NSW Government should encourage the Federal Government to conduct a national review of
insurance with a focus on access and affordability for people on low incomes.



Income

The destruction of homes, businesses and roads will further limit some people’s opportunity for
employment. Some may no longer have jobs to return to; others will face additional challenges when
seeking employment.

An adequate social safety net should be there to support people during crises regardless of their nature.
The scale of the 2022 floods, however, further highlights the major flaws in Australia’s welfare system.
There is now extensive evidence that the JobSeeker payment does not enable people to cover the
basics. An increase in the number of people in the Northern Rivers who will need to rely on this
payment over an extended period will increase poverty rates, be detrimental to individual and family
well-being, and have flow-on effects for the community and the economy.

The NSW Government should therefore advocate to the Federal Government for an increase to the base
rate of JobSeeker. In the absence of any policy change at the national level, the NSW Government
should consider mechanisms to bolster cost-of-living supports for people in flood-impacted regions.

Recommendations:

The NSW Government should advocate to the Federal Government for an increase to the base rate of
JobSeeker.

In the absence of any policy change at the national level, the NSW Government should consider
mechanisms to bolster cost-of-living supports for people in flood-impacted regions.

Conclusion

St Vincent de Paul Society NSW hopes the information shared in this submission will help improve the
response to future disasters. We also hope it will help shape responses to ongoing need in the Northern
Rivers to better support people as they begin to rebuild, and ensure the rebuilding process results in
more resilient and inclusive communities.

Should the Committee have any further questions about the issues raised in this submission, please
contact Rhiannon Cook, Manager, Policy and Advocacy





