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SECTION A ï EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
This report summarises the common themes and significant observations identified during the 
debrief discussions undertaken as part of the Tropical Cyclone Jasper After-Action Review (AAR) 
process. It provides a set of higher-order recommendations for how the Cairns Local Disaster 
Management Group (LDMG-CR) and Cairns Regional Council (CRC) could improve operations in 
preparation for future disaster events. This includes outlining supplementary considerations in 
developing the final suite of improvement measures. 

The AAR process and this report are not intended to be a critique of operations, but rather aim to 
contribute to the LDMGôs continuous improvement and quality assurance processes. It is noted that 
all members of the LDMG and IMT performed their roles in a professional and timely manner during 
an extremely stressful period.  

Forge Advisoryôs observations indicate CRC and the LDMG-CR make significant investment into 
ensuring a solid footing for disaster response and recovery in the region. Tropical Cyclone Jasper 
followed by the subsequent above 1 in 100-year floods, rigorously tested the full operations of the 
Cairns Local Disaster Management Centre during the activations over December 2023 and January 
2024.  As with any operations, there are learnings and areas for improvement that only become fully 
visible with the testing of systems in a real event.   

This report highlights the need to implement strategies that focus on developing depth and 
redundancy in Incident Management Team (IMT) operations.  This aspect is critical for the purposes 
of increasing capability, managing the wellbeing of personnel, and meeting best practice standards 
in high consequence operations. 

Improving the understanding of the scope of operations (particularly during significant changes in 
the conditions of the event and transition phases) and communicating this across all tiers require 
equal focus.  This aspect is essential to ensure all agencies and personnel are working to the same 
objectives. 

To support these improvements, the report focusses on four inter-related areas: 

1. Leadership - Strategic and Executive Awareness ï The high tempo, high stress nature of 
coordinating the response to a disaster event is highly dependent on strong leadership at all 
levels (LDMG-CR; IMT; LDMG Executive).  Ensuring that these positions are filled with the right 
people and this tier of authority can function sustainably over the duration of the event is critical.  
These positions must also have the requisite understanding of the state and local disaster 
management arrangements to fully exercise their authority. 

2. Capacity of the Incident Management Operations ï Most people working in the IMT are 
operating in roles which are very different to what they do in Council.  Ensuring that the overall 
structure and resourcing model (including recruitment and renumeration) is adequate to provide 
sufficient and fit for purpose levels of personnel is vital.  Embedding disaster management into 
key organisational position descriptions and requiring everyone involved to undertake the 
mandatory training will help ensure the right people are appointed and aware of their 
responsibilities.  This includes skills in maintaining situational awareness and building forecasting 
and prediction capabilities to better direct efforts towards priorities.  Ensuring situational 
awareness via adequate internal communications is also vital to meet agreed efforts. 

3. Public Messaging ï Achieving reach and impact with external communications is challenging, 
especially in wide-scale, complex and rapidly evolving scenarios.  Reviewing the overall external 
communications arrangements will help to ensure the right messages are getting to the right 
people through the best channels and to ensure everyone understands the process to execute 
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the messaging.  This includes identifying potential breaks in the information channels and finding 
solutions. 

4. Recovery Arrangements ï The transition from Response to Recovery must ensure a 
streamlined shift in efforts and focus.  This phase must be well planned and understood by 
everyone involved in supporting the event, making communication and collaboration essential.  
To support this phase, adequate consideration must be given to the resourcing needs equivalent 
to the scale of the event. 

The review process collected participantôs perspectives of their experience.  From the analysis of 
this data, Forge Advisory makes the following over-arching recommendations to Cairns Regional 
Council and the Cairns LDMG:     

1. Leadership ï Strategic and Executive Awareness. Build the activation capability of the LDCC 
and LDMG arrangements in terms of leadership and oversight to improve efficiency and 
effectiveness of LDMG operations by: 

1.1. Reviewing procedures that guide the communication of the activation status of the LDCC 
and Cairns LDMG as distinct from Councilôs BAU, to clearly convey the transition of authority 
of the counter disaster operations to the LDMG. 

1.2. Reviewing processes to ensure that all leadership roles are inducted into the QDMA and 
adhere to the structures through participation in mandatory training. 

1.3. Conducting skills needs assessments and deliver additional training in enhanced counter 
disaster capabilities (prediction; forecasting; situational awareness) across all leadership 
tiers. 

1.4. Reviewing structures and rostering processes to ensure fail-safe redundancy measures for 
all leadership roles ï particularly for middle tier leaders (e.g., Team Leaders; IMT Operations 
Room Manager). 

2. Improve the Capacity of the Incident Management Operations through: 
a) Resourcing and Renumeration of the IMT ï strengthen the model of Incident 

Management Team to better optimise structures and performance; and 

b) Internal Communications and Dynamics ï strengthen the frequency and quality of critical 
information to enhance collaboration and effectiveness across disaster management 
structures; and 

c) LDCC Functionality ï Increase depth in the capability of and redundancy of critical IMT 
leadership roles to better optimise capacity and quality of functions.  

Achieved by: 

2.1. Reviewing the overall effectiveness and return on investment of the IMT model - taking 
account of ideal structures (including internal vs externally acquired personnel; voluntary vs 
merit based), workforce levels and surge capacity, roles, and position (cell) descriptions, 
renumeration levels and types, work locations - to ensure value for money and optimal 
operational arrangements are achieved.  

2.2. Exploring and formalising alignment between key IMT roles and functions and CRC BAU 
roles for the purposes of leveraging and embedding specialist skills and knowledge into the 
IMT. 

2.3. Reviewing IMT position descriptions together with recruitment and retention processes to 
improve the fit of personnel to key roles and help stabilise the IMT workforce. 
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2.4. Conducting IMT skills needs assessments and deliver additional training in enhanced 
counter disaster capabilities (workplace empowerment; high consequence decision making; 
gathering intelligence; situational awareness). 

2.5. Reviewing structures and rostering processes to ensure fatigue management and fail-safe 
redundancy measures for all key roles. 

2.6. Increasing advocacy to the Local Government Association of Queensland and other 
agencies to expand the network of shared personnel to support surge capacity. 

2.7. Reviewing processes of internal communications to better maintain situational awareness 
within and between cells, and between the LDMG and IMT ï including use of guardian; team 
briefings; and handover processes etc. 

2.8. Conducting a functional assessment of the LDCC with a view to improving operational 
effectiveness (for a growing workforce) and levels of personnel wellbeing. 

3. Public Messaging ï increase the rate of dissemination, reach and effectiveness of public 
information and communication channels to improve the flow of critical messaging by: 

3.1. Review the Public Information and Community Awareness sections of the Cairns Local 
Disaster Management Plan with the intent of ensuring the communication strategy is being 
executed as intended and/or updating where required. It should also identify how social 
media can be incorporated to target those hard-to-reach groups that may be 
disengaged/isolated from traditional communication channels. The review should focus on   
• Section 9.2 Community Warning & Alert System and Dissemination  
• Section 8.3 Community Awareness  
• A.10 Public Information and Warnings Operational Plan  

3.2. Continuing those community engagement activities that build public awareness of the types 
of hazards, increased prevalence, and impacts. 

3.3. Increasing engagement with the District Disaster Management Group to increase a shared 
understanding of support requirements in an activation, particularly related to public 
messaging. 

4. Recovery Arrangements ï shore-up recovery structures and systems to better streamline and 
sustain arrangements during transition, by:  

4.1. Increasing awareness of the Cairns Local Recovery Plan and associated arrangements - 
including the LDMG processes that support the transition from response to recovery, the 
span of authority for these operations (LDC / LRC; IMT or CRC BAU), and processes for the 
allocation of adequate resourcing ï via training and functional exercises. 

4.2. Reviewing operational resources and information systems that support recovery processes 
to ensure they are up to date and accessible. 

Addressing these findings will require commitments in terms of time, cost and personnel which will 
need to be prioritised against wider Cairns Regional Council and LDMG-CR partnerôs commitments.   

Preparation for disaster events is an insurance and it is difficult to commit resources to these 
functions when not directly faced by an event - especially when compared to the LDMG membersô 
and Cairns Regional Councilôs many other responsibilities.  However, research indicates, and recent 
experience supports, that disaster events are becoming more frequent and severe.   Given the 
responsibilities that the LDMGôs and Local Governments have under the QDMA and the wider 
obligations they have to the community, all efforts should be pursued to ensure the LDMG and IMTs 
are prepared.       
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SECTION B ï OVERVIEW OF THE AFTER-ACTION REVIEW PROCESS  
Aim  
The aim of this report is to provide an overview of significant trends from the Forge Advisory ï Cairns 
Regional Council After Action Review ï Data Analysis (May 2024) and to summarise the most 
significant high-level recommendations into a format suitable for consumption by executive 
leadership and dissemination within CRC.  The intent is to provide Cairns Regional Council (CRC) 
and the Cairns Local Disaster Management Group (LDMG-CR) with high-level recommendations on 
improvements.  It should be noted that the review focusses on the internal operational arrangements 
of the Local Disaster Coordination Centre (LDCC) which includes the Cairns LDMG, the Incident 
Management Team (IMT) and relevant sub-committees and does not extend to the external 
operations of any partner or community experience.1 

The review is also not a critique of operations, but rather aims to contribute to the LDMGôs continuous 
improvement and quality assurance processes.  The review draws heavily on direct reports of 
experiences of personnel during Tropical Cyclone Jasper considered alongside descriptions of key 
LDMG and/or Disaster Management systems and processes. 

Approach 
This synopsis draws from the in-depth debrief process that occurred during 5-9 February 2024, that 
applied an After-Action Review (AAR) approach.  The review methodology focuses on determining 
the levels of effectiveness of operational, tactical, and strategic activities and initiatives including 
governance as perceived by the event participants.  This approach is used as standard practice for 
emergency services agencies and the Australian Defence Force to understand and improve 
capability and responses by those directly involved. 2 3     

It is important to note that an AAR is not an evaluation, nor a critique of success or failure.  The 
process intends to provide a de-identified snapshot in time of participantôs perspectives including 
sentiment.  Accordingly, the process does not apply steps to validate, confirm, and weight findings 
nor does it undertake a deeper exploration of systemic drivers as part of the dataôs treatment.  In this 
way, it is important to note that an AAR does not attempt to confirm perception from reality. 4 

The review was initiated immediately following the events in December 2023, in accordance with 
best practice to avoid potential loss of detail which can occur post a significant and sustained period 
of activation. The focus of the debrief was on the response phase, with some consideration of 
overlapping issues with the transition to recovery.  The process consolidated the input across 
operational, tactical, and strategic aspects from over 110 members of the Cairns LDMG, IMT and 
sub-committees.  These group and individual debrief sessions resulted in some 800 plus pieces of 
data which were clustered for analysis.5   

The full data analysis was informed by the QDMA principles of operational capability (Fig 1) framed 
around the following three key categories (with multiple sub-categories): 

 
1 External to Cairns Regional Council. 
2 The process considers those aspects that should be sustained (continued); improved (done better); and commenced 
(fixes). 
3 Cairns Regional Council also conducted a series of welfare debrief sessions with all IMT staff immediately following the 
event as well as a TC Jasper Hot IMT Debrief on the 19 December. 
4 Given the limitations described, it is recommended that further confirmation of statements and exploration of underlying 
drivers is warranted in the consideration of findings.  This includes the prioritisation of mitigation measures.  It is 
recommended that this be facilitated by triangulated the results with previous studies. 
5 AAR debrief sessions occurred in group format or individually with 56 IMT personnel, 49 external agency 
representatives, 5 human and social representatives. 
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1. Strategy and Executive Awareness - that relates to points that are deemed to pertain to the 
strategic level of disaster control. 

2. Operational Capability of the LDMG-CR ï that require a degree of consideration in identifying or 
developing and solution and may have multiple contributing factors or wide implications in 
assigning solutions. 

3. Quick Impact Projects ï encompasses ideas and/or fixes that are both simple and relatively quick 
to implement. 

From these categories the Forge Advisory team developed four key focus areas with overarching 
recommendations informed by observations drawn from the data, which form the basis of this report.  
It is necessary to recognise the inter-related nature of the themes, in which improvements made in 
one area, or not, will have direct consequences in others.  It is also important to note that this report 
does not encompass all findings identified within Forge Advisoryôs observations for further attention.  
Instead, it is intended to highlight those high-level recommendations considered most critical to 
operations as defined by participants and the research team.6  

 
Furthermore, Forge Advisory has been advised and it should be noted that the timing of the 
development of this report has been within the broader context of concurrent reviews planned or 
being undertaken by other parties. The defined scope of their works may align or the findings they 
identify may differ from the four overarching focus areas of this report. Where possible, and where 
appropriate, recommendations from this report should be considered against these reviews to realise 
collective strategic improvements while maintaining the confidentiality of those who participated in 
this AAR debrief.  

Context of the Operation  
The insights below should be considered within the context of the operations.  The event spanned 
two concurrent phases ï the first involved preparations and responses for TC Jasper, and the second 
phase related to responding to the subsequent Q100 year plus flooding event that eventuated due 
to the systemôs unanticipated stall over the Gulf region.  This equated to some 39 days of activation 
over the Christmas and New Year Period - 7th December to 15th December; 16th December to 5th 
January; 22nd of January to 31st January ï in an environment of significantly depleted capacity. 7     

 
6 Given the limitations described, it is recommended that further confirmation of statements and exploration of underlying 
drivers is warranted in the consideration of findings.  This includes the prioritisation of mitigation measures.  It is 
recommended that this be facilitated by triangulated the results with previous studies. 
7 Due to leave arrangements and reduced staffing levels over Christmas and New Year. 
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This operation represented the longest duration of activation related to a severe weather system for 
the Cairns LDMG since TC Yasi in 2011.8  The Local Recovery Committee has remained at Stand 
Up since the 19th December 2023.  Over the course of the event 60 IMT staff across 13 cells 
supported the LDMG-CRôs operations and approximately 49 LDMG members participated in 
meetings.  

As a severe weather system, Tropical Cyclone Jasper was an anomaly. The system included phases 
of fast evolving and rapid onset conditions and was described as óunusualô and óvery complexô by the 
Bureau of Meteorology (BOM cited ABC, 2023).   Initial preparations that concentrated on a worst-
case scenario storm surge of up to .7m (with the predicted crossing coinciding with high tides) were 
given some short-term relief with the Bureau forecasting easing conditions.  However, what followed 
was an óextremeô and óprolongedô weather convergence that resulted in a 360km long record-
breaking flood event in which lead-times for modelling were ógreatly shortenedô (BOM cited ABC, 
2023).  Overlaying this rapidly evolving situation was a new mandatory public information system 
that was being tested in a cyclone event for the first time. 9    

It should also be noted that every disaster throws up different challenges.  No deployment or event 
response is ever without learnings.   

  

 
8 The Cairns LDMG was activated for an extended period in response to COVID-19 in 2020. 
9 How a low-level category cyclone caused Cairns' largest flood in more than a century - ABC News ï accessed on 20 
April 2024. 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-12-18/ex-tropical-cyclone-jasper-floods-explained/103241528
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SECTION C ï KEY FINDINGS  
The review process collected participantôs perspectives of their experience looking for common 
insights from observations to identify overarching themes. The four themes that emerged were: 

1. Leadership - Strategic and Executive Awareness ï building the activation capability of the 
LDCC and LDMG arrangements in terms of leadership and oversight to improve efficiency and 
effectiveness of LDMG operations. 

2. Capacity of the Incident Management Operations: 
a) Resourcing and Renumeration of the IMT ï strengthening the model of IMT staffing, 

including recruitment and retention strategies, to better optimise structures and 
performance.  

b) Internal Communications and Dynamics ï increase the frequency and improve the 
quality of critical information dissemination to enhance collaboration and effectiveness 
across disaster management structures.  

c) LDCC Functionality ï increase depth in the capability and generate redundancy within 
critical IMT leadership roles to better optimise capacity and quality of functions.  

3. Public Messaging ï expanding the rate of dissemination, reach and effectiveness of public 
information and communication channels to improve the flow of critical messaging. 

4. Recovery Arrangements ï shoring-up recovery structures and systems to better streamline and 
sustain arrangements during transition.10 

  

 
10 The report outlines those aspects that the participants and research team considered of most importance.    
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Leadership ï Strategic and Executive Awareness 
Under the Queensland Disaster Management Arrangements LDMGs guide the community through 
a disaster situation by establishing an event specific functional group. This group exercises its 
responsibilities through dedicated legislation as a separate entity to Council and the other member 
organisations. 

Manual M.1.030 (LDMG Responsibilities, Qld. Government) outlines a minimum membership of an 
LDMG, however it does not explain the optimal leadership level for each position. Key roles related 
to the Local Disaster Coordinator (LDC) and LDMG-CR Chair are outlined in the Disaster 
Management Act 2003.  This function exists outside of Councilôs BAU arrangements. 

Under the Act, it is the responsibility of Queensland Local Governments to ensure that there is 
adequate coordination capacity and resourcing to support disaster operations. The leadership 
requirements in a high tempo, high stress environment is highly dependent on strong and informed 
leadership at all levels that can be sustained throughout the event. 

Observations  
It is reiterated that an AAR is not a critique of operations, and the following observations are 
provided with the aim of contributing to the LDMGôs continuous improvement and quality 
assurance processes. The AAR debrief sessions noted that all members of the LDMG and IMT 
performed their roles in a professional and timely manner. 

• The review identified that the operational shift from Councilôs business as usual (BAU) operations 
into the disaster management arrangements could have been made clearer. Personnel in the 
LDCC observed that CRC leaders wanted to lean forward and help given the situation unfolding.   

• This absence of a clean break between BAU and Cairnsô disaster footing impacted the leadership 
function of key roles in the LDCC, including the Local Disaster Coordinator (LDC) position, and 
created unmanageable tensions for some roles that had responsibilities in both Council Business 
Continuity Plan (BCP) and the LDCC or IMT.  Additionally, it was suggested that the QDMA 
systems were not fully understood or followed by some participants. 

• The effects of this situation were reported to have been felt or observed in the IMT Cells.  
Participants indicated that this involvement effected communication flows between the 
strategic/tactical areas of the LDMG into the IMT operational arm throughout all stages of the 
response operation and contributed to a level of confusion regarding span of control and scope 
creep.   

• This situation extended to the transition from response to recovery. The review identified that the 
procedures for this stage were not followed and were poorly communicated.   

• The feedback also indicated a critical absence of fail-safe redundancy or contingency plans for 
key senior leadership roles (e.g., LDC, CEO) and some LDMG roles. This impacted the 
maintenance of control and communication structures and undermined quality controls for high 
stakes decision making. 

• Likewise, at times the middle layer of leadership within the IMT (e.g., Team Leaders; IMT 
Operations) seemed to be only partly functional. The current IMT organisational structure 
appears to be missing depth and fail-safe redundancy measures for these key positions. 

• It was reported that this situation resulted in individuals being required, or attempting, to continue 
to operate at a high tempo for significant durations. Feedback also pointed to current training 
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processes being insufficient to build the levels of awareness and capability required within key 
IMT roles. 11   

• These issues resulted in relatively inexperienced personnel filling critical roles that also impacted 
the flow and quality of intelligence and communication within and between the IMT cells and 
through the chain of command, inhibiting decision-making by key strategic appointments.  

Key Recommendations  
1. Leadership ï Strategic and Executive Awareness. Build the activation capability of the LDCC 

and LDMG arrangements in terms of leadership and oversight to improve efficiency and 
effectiveness of LDMG operations by: 

1.1. Reviewing procedures that guide the communication of the activation status of the LDCC 
and Cairns LDMG as distinct from Councilôs BAU, to clearly convey the transition of authority 
of the counter disaster operations to the LDMG. 

1.2. Reviewing processes to ensure that all leadership roles are inducted into the QDMA and 
adhere to the structures through participation in mandatory training. 

1.3. Conducting skills needs assessments and deliver additional training in enhanced counter 
disaster capabilities (prediction; forecasting; situational awareness) across all leadership 
tiers. 

1.4. Reviewing structures and rostering processes to ensure fail-safe redundancy measures for 
all leadership roles ï particularly for middle tier leaders (e.g., Team Leaders; IMT Operations 
Room Manager). 

 

CRC Management Comment  

Management accepts the above recommendations noting that Council has undertaken a re-
structure of the Councils Disaster Management Unit and has re-established a dedicated Local 
Disaster Coordinator Role and a new Disaster Planner role.  

As stated, this event represented the longest duration of activation of the LDMG and involved 60 
IMT staff across 13 cells supported the LDMG-CR’s operations and approximately 49 LDMG 
members.  The Christmas / New Year period did impact role of LDMG versus Councils BAU as the 
majority of Council operations where unavailable due to Councils non-essential services unavailable 
to the annual Christmas Close Down. 

 

Forge Advisory Supplementary Considerations  

• CRC maintain clear messaging to LDCC personnel identifying a time of transition of authority 
which is reinforced by the physical location of leaders. This is critical throughout all phases of an 
event, especially in instances in which the IMT Cells are required to revert to stand up following 
stand-down, and or in supporting the transition to recovery (when the LDMG-CR may still be at 
lean forward).    

• During event management adherence to practiced hierarchies with designated responsibilities is 
critical to eliminate confusion regarding the role of key individuals and to maintain control 

 
11 It was noted that despite the annual training for all IMT staff and key LDMG personnel, including functional exercises, 
the type of work undertaken in a no duff event is so far removed from most participantsô daily employment many reported 
feeling óoverwhelmedô and not fully equipped to carry out the role. 
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structures. All positions appointed under the Act must be able to exercise their authority in 
accordance with legislation.   

• It is not feasible for personnel to operate continuously for a sustained period. This is particularly 
the case for those members of the LDMG Executive who have equally significant roles in 
Councilôs BCP. It is not feasible for any individual to maintain both a disaster coordination and 
BAU focus. Wherever individuals focus is directed, appropriate appointments must be made to 
ensure functionality is maintained in both entities and in a sustainable fashion.  

• IMT middle tier personnel provide a critical interface between the LDC and the IMT.  For this to 
be effective, these positions need to be high functioning and fully occupied during any activation.  

• It is recommended the most effective way that CRC can support the LDMG is to carefully select 
the IMT Cell Team Leaders well in advance of the event.  CRC should conduct a skills 
assessment with the support of Human Resources or external specialists.  More frequent training 
should be invested in these key leadership positions. These positions need to have a clear 
understanding of their role and responsibilities commensurate to their level of authority.12  

• The review also advises that CRC assesses the effectiveness of the IMT organisational structure 
to establish depth and redundancy across key positions. The IMT and LDMG-CR organisation 
chart should clearly list who is in which position and the exact authorities and responsibilities of 
those members.  All positions should have a standing position description. This will aid the staff 
in disseminating information and enabling decision making by the appropriate position.  

• CRC should consider leave management against key IMT positions, particularly over the 
Christmas/New Year period which coincides with an increased likelihood of severe weather 
events. Personnel do not need to be prevented from going on leave, however they do need to 
be available within the local area and able to be re-called when required. 

• It is advised that CRC consider additional functional training (that is not hazard/event specific) in 
which all phases of activation are tested with lead positions from Alert to Stand Down across 
response and recovery. This process will help stakeholders to understand which division, and 
which individual/s lead in which phase (CRC, LDMG, IMT). This process also offers the 
opportunity to identify areas that require supplementary support or clarity of key tasks and 
authorities. 

  

 
12 It is noted that CRC makes a significant investment in resourcing the IMT, and undertakes annual recruitment, 
induction, and training of all IMT staff against cell roles, Guardian, and functional exercises etc.  Of a total of 57 positions 
in 2023, 9 of these positions were provided as part of CRC BAU (not including three disaster unit BAU staff) and 
approximately 7 positions were filled by personnel new to the IMT. 



¢ǊƻǇƛŎŀƭ /ȅŎƭƻƴŜ WŀǎǇŜǊ ϧ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ CƭƻƻŘǎ 
!ŦǘŜǊπ!Ŏǘƛƻƴ wŜǾƛŜǿ wŜǇƻǊǘ   

мо μ t ŀ Ǝ Ŝ  
 

Capacity of Incident Management Operations 
Under current legislation Queensland Local Governments have the responsibility to undertake 
disaster incident and event coordination and maintain operational capacity to support the 
implementation of the LDMGôs decisions. 

The likelihood and scale of natural disaster events is increasing and therefore disaster response 
coordination is becoming more embedded as a core function within Councils.  Consistent with this, 
the human resourcing requirements are also increasing.  Responding to these events cannot be left 
to a select few full-time disaster management staff with the aspiration that everyone else will be able 
to transition from their BAU role and adapt to the situation as required.  The resource model selected 
and degree of investment of disaster coordination into Councilôs BAU has a significant impact on the 
effectiveness of this function.  

Legislation also allocates specific responsibilities to individuals and the LDMG when responding to 
disaster events. Familiarity with these responsibilities and processes is essential for anyone 
contributing to the operations within the IMT and LDMG-CR, including relevant sub-committees. 

It is reiterated that an AAR is not a critique of operations, and the following observations are 
provided with the aim of contributing to the LDMGôs continuous improvement and quality 
assurance processes. The AAR debrief sessions noted that all members of the LDMG and IMT 
performed their roles in a professional and timely manner. 

Observations ï Resourcing & Renumeration 

• The review identified that the current IMT model was not optimal to support the requirements of 
the LDMG-CR and Council.  Feedback indicated that these issues span the modelôs structure 
and renumeration, as well as recruitment and training. 

• Input indicated that the current remuneration plan of individuals continuing to receive an 
allowance irrespective of their contribution during an event does not support optimal staffing and 
may be contributing to negative morale within those who do participate.  Further exploration is 
also required to identify the barriers that existed which prevented participation by individuals who 
were assigned to a position but were unable to attend during the activation.13 14    

• Feedback indicated that IMT training for all roles does not appear sufficient. This can negatively 
impact leadership, individual experience, continued participation and detracts from the appeal in 
future recruitment. A lack of leadership, whether due to a position not being filled or because 
theyôre filled with inexperienced personnel, can also contribute to a negative experience of 
individuals within the IMT cells. 

• The review identified that overall management of the IMT during periods of normal operations as 
well as in activations needed attention. Some critical IMT positions either appear to be missing 
from the organisational structure or were not filled when required, which had significant negative 
flow on effects for other staff during the event. Observations indicated specific staffing shortfalls 
and/or a perception of insufficient numbers of personnel in most of the IMT cells.   

 
13 Post event discussions indicate that CRC invests approximately $118,000 per year on allowances for the IMT cells, 
representing a significant and sustained annual investment. 
14The events highlighted that personnel living north of the Barron River face an increased likelihood of being cut off and 
unable to attend the LDCC during an event. The impact of geographical constraints should be considered in future IMT 
arrangements. 
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• Current recruitment (volunteer-based) also appeared to be insufficient at optimising IMT 
capability, as it appears specific skillsets are not being fulfilled, likely impacting the quality of 
operations, and exacerbating the staffing shortfalls that were observed.   

• The review revealed that many of the positions within the IMT do not relate to Council BAU roles 
and filling these IMT positions with volunteers requires them to operate outside of their comfort 
zone. Without experience in these types of operations these individuals can quickly become 
overwhelmed. Equally the pressure of this environment is very difficult to simulate in training 
scenarios. Participants may feel prepared, until they face an actual response, whereby sensory 
overload, the impact from decisions and fatigue all contribute to individuals being overwhelmed.  

• It was noted that requests for staff resources were being fielded from several surrounding LGAs 
throughout the event.  While the LDCC attempted to facilitate these requests, this put additional 
pressure on already stretched resources.  Significant levels of surge support did not arrive until 
early recovery operations had commenced. 

Observations – Internal Communications and Dynamics  

• The review identified that internal communications at all levels needs to be improved to enable 
a more effective, sustainable, and collaborative environment. The absence of situational 
awareness within the IMT Cells meant that they were unable to adequately, or confidently, 
support the strategic decision-making authority and priorities of the higher levels. 

• This includes clear communications related to the transition between phases from ‘Response’ to 
‘Recovery’, that did not appear to be well structured and was misunderstood by lower-level staff. 

• The review also identified a possible over reliance on direction from above, which was evidenced 
by stalls in workflow during times when access to decision-makers was restricted. 

Observations – LDCC Functionality  

• Feedback indicates that space limitations impacted sleeping arrangements which affected the 
ability to achieve a restful and restorative sleep.  Likewise, the absence of un-utilised spaces as 
a mental ‘break out’ space influenced people’s wellbeing. Furthermore, certain dietary needs 
were not accounted for in the provision of meals. 

• Personnel reported the absence of key positions responsible for ensuring the provision of food 
and nutrition and the scheduled cleaning of amenities amongst other key tasks was missing.  
Rather these roles were informally shared which meant that at times there were concerns related 
to food hygiene. 

Key Recommendations 
2. Improve the Capacity of the Incident Management Operations through: 

a) Resourcing and Renumeration of the IMT – strengthen the model of Incident 
Management Team to better optimise structures and performance; and 

b) Internal Communications and Dynamics – strengthen the frequency and quality of critical 
information to enhance collaboration and effectiveness across disaster management 
structures; and 

c) LDCC Functionality – Increase depth in the capability of and redundancy of critical IMT 
leadership roles to better optimise capacity and quality of functions.  

Achieved by: 

2.1. Reviewing the overall effectiveness and return on investment of the IMT model - taking 
account of ideal structures (including internal vs externally acquired personnel; voluntary vs 
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merit based), workforce levels and surge capacity, roles, and position (cell) descriptions, 
renumeration levels and types, work locations - to ensure value for money and optimal 
operational arrangements are achieved.  

2.2. Exploring and formalising alignment between key IMT roles and functions and CRC BAU 
roles for the purposes of leveraging and embedding specialist skills and knowledge into the 
IMT. 

2.3. Reviewing IMT position descriptions together with recruitment and retention processes to 
improve the fit of personnel to key roles and help stabilise the IMT workforce. 

2.4. Conducting IMT skills needs assessments and deliver additional training in enhanced 
counter disaster capabilities (workplace empowerment; high consequence decision making; 
gathering intelligence; situational awareness). 

2.5. Reviewing structures and rostering processes to ensure fatigue management and fail-safe 
redundancy measures for all key roles. 

2.6. Increasing advocacy to the Local Government Association of Queensland and other 
agencies to expand the network of shared personnel to support surge capacity. 

2.7. Reviewing processes of internal communications to better maintain situational awareness 
within and between cells, and between the LDMG and IMT – including use of guardian; team 
briefings; and handover processes etc. 

2.8. Conducting a functional assessment of the LDCC with a view to improving operational 
effectiveness (for a growing workforce) and levels of personnel wellbeing. 

 

CRC Management Comment  
Council accepts all the above recommendations.  

Council has 56 IMT members, all of whom are existing Council employees who nominate to be 
trained and therefore respond to a disaster activation above their nominal role. IMT members are 
paid an annual retainer to ‘hold themselves in readiness’.   

Council recruits new members annually and undertakes a comprehensive skills assessment prior to 
appointment.  

With the majority of Council staff being on leave due to the annual Christmas close down, access to 
to additional staff who could be re-deployed from their BAU roles with Council has reduced to non-
existent.  

This event due to its duration and timing has provided valuable insights into how Council can best 
structure the IMT. 

 

Forge Advisory Supplementary Considerations  

Supplementary Considerations – Resourcing and Renumeration of the IMT 

• Critical lMT leadership roles need to be bolstered – for the purposes of depth, redundancy and 
critically, to manage the levels of fatigue that were experienced during the operation, and which 
undermine the ability of personnel to function to their full effect. 

• Council is a large organisation and employs people with very diverse backgrounds who may 
have suitable experience in operating in these situations. Where there is alignment in skills or 
core responsibilities in BAU, the role of ‘Team Lead’ and ‘Alternate Lead’ within IMT Cells could 
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be included as part of Council’s nominal position descriptions and organisational structure. This 
ensures that each cell has a leader who is trained and aware of responsibilities (e.g., rostering) 
as well as a redundancy for shift change or illness.15 

• Council may also be able to appoint personnel to IMT positions on a merit basis while recruiting 
for BAU roles that include support to the IMT position in the position description. 

• The review strongly recommends Council investigate current methodology for appointing IMT 
positions and disaster support remuneration arrangements. The investigation should include:  

o Suitability assessment of current IMT staff to identify if existing personnel are in appropriate 
positions and have the requisite skills. This review should extend to include residential 
location and likelihood of being able to access LDCC in an event. 

o Explore why individuals weren’t available to support the events, including if leave is being 
coordinated across the organisation. 

o Understand the surge capacity requirements for the IMT / LDCC in a large-scale operation 
by exploring how many that participated in event received the allowance compared to those 
that participated but didn’t receive the allowance. 

o Conduct a return-on-investment study that considers the annual allowance costs against 
the total number of staff who receive the allowance and regularly participate.  This will 
confirm if Council’s current investment is providing value for money. 

o Explore alternate models for staffing critical positions – including outsourcing. 

• The review also advises increased levels of role specific training for IMT Cells, especially 
leadership positions, as well as specialised training for some roles – particularly those that don’t 
align with BAU responsibilities.  Leadership positions should also be given the opportunity for 
further training on both their individual responsibilities as well as training in general leadership 
qualities, particularly when operating in high pressure environments.    

• Council should advocate to LGAQ for a network of trained personnel who can be deployed at the 
onset of an event to support and assist from outside of local region during an event.  Surge 
capacity is equally as important during response as the recovery phase to manage fatigue and 
adequately respond to the scope/scale of efforts. 

• Consideration may extend to alternate facilities that can support IMT operations across the 
region. This may allow stranded personnel to support an event when they are unable to access 
the main LDCC. 

Supplementary Considerations – Internal Communications and Dynamics 

• That Council consider strategies to appoint appropriate levels and qualified staff within IMT Cells 
to better enable organisational collaboration and improve internal communications – flowing both 
up and down. 

• There should be an increased focus on strategic guidance down to IMT Cell staff to promote 
situational awareness and achieve desired staff efforts.  This includes better communication of 
known future priorities to enable IMT Cells to forecast rostering, aid expectation management 
and ensure sustainable efforts are maintained.  

• Train IMT Cells in ‘workplace empowerment’ and how to harness it; this management concept 
adopts a style of communication and philosophy that promotes strategic intent and 

 
15 This would be an expansion of existing practice where some Council Roles already include responsibilities in disaster 
events.  
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understanding to empower subordinate decision-making ability.  This is undertaken within an 
environment that ensures there are clear delegations and or authority protocols to guide this 
work. 

• Conducting team bonding/building activities for IMT Cells to foster a more cohesive culture and 
group dynamic within the entire IMT, particularly for cells that don’t work together in BAU, will 
assist in improving collegiality and awareness of other roles. 

• This includes emphasising specialist skills assessment such as forecasting and prediction 
competencies. 

Supplementary Considerations – LDCC Functionality  

• Working as an IMT cell member during a disaster event is stressful due to the unfamiliar nature 
of work, group dynamic, tempo and duration of work periods.  Taken together these aspects have 
a significant effect on levels of fatigue and overall wellbeing. An appropriate work environment 
that allows adequate rest and/or separation from stressful situations will also assist in reducing 
the impact on individuals.16   

• The report proposes a full review of the physical layout and functionality of LDCC is needed to 
devise an optimal and ergonomic solution to support sustained operations by a growing 
workforce.  This should include a fit for purpose assessment which includes the requirement for 
those staff working that may be geographically isolated from the LDCC. 

• Incorporating key personnel tasked solely with ensuring the provision of key operational support 
functions such as food supplies and sanitation will significantly improve the sense of overall order 
and ensure the appropriate levels of nutrition are provided. 

  

 
16 While this aspect was primarily raised during debriefs with the IMT Cells, there is equal relevance to all persons 
present in the LDCC. 
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Public Messaging  
A core role for Local Government in an event is public messaging.  This is particularly the case for 
incidents of flash flooding, which is inherently challenging.17   

In TC Jasper this process was intensely challenging for of the following reasons, some of which were 
outside of the LDMGs control:   
• speed at which the changing situation evolved,  
• ambiguity of the intelligence, and  
• the overlay of a new national warning system that had not been previously tested for this type of 

event. 

Observations 
It is reiterated that an AAR is not a critique of operations, and the following observations are provided 
with the aim of contributing to the LDMG’s continuous improvement and quality assurance 
processes. The AAR debrief sessions noted that all members of the LDMG and IMT performed their 
roles in a professional and timely manner. 

• Feedback indicates that CRC developed and pushed out large amounts of public information 
during the event18, however perceptions are that this is still not resonating with many members 
of the community. 

• This was particularly evident regarding the reported community’s lack of understanding as to the 
difference between the impact from storm surge and flooding. Additionally, ABC radio, as the 
official emergency broadcaster, did not appear to be actively engaged with the LDMG-CR.  

• Feeback indicated that the LDMG’s social media strategy during a disaster event is not well 
understood. It appeared that resourcing was inadequate to manage social media engagement, 
and those that were tasked sought increased direction regarding their engagement. 

• The issues with communications, including Emergency Alerts (EAs), were caused by several 
factors - some of which are outside the LDMG-CR’s control. Effective engagement with the 
District and State is essential to confirm the procedure to meet the collective duty to the Cairns 
population. Feedback indicates that the operational relationship between the LDMG and DDMG 
and their respective coordination centres must be clarified and improved.   

Key Recommendations  
1. Public Messaging – increase the rate19 of dissemination, reach and effectiveness of public 

information and communication channels to improve the flow of critical messaging by: 

1.1. Review the Public Information and Community Awareness sections of the Cairns Local 
Disaster Management Plan with the intent of ensuring the communication strategy is being 
executed as intended and/or update as required. It should also identify how social media 
can be incorporated into the strategy and target those hard-to-reach groups that may be 
disengaged/isolated from traditional communication channels. Social media can be a means 
of addressing mis-information within the community. The review should focus on   
• Section 9.2 Community Warning & Alert System and Dissemination  

 
17 Usually defined as occurring under six hours and can be localised or widespread.  Does not include storm surge or 
slow/slower onset riverine flooding. 
18 Post review analysis provided by CRC identified that public messaging included 8 emergency alerts; 22 discrete 
disaster Facebook posts; 20 CRC Facebook posts; 62 Media Engagements; Disaster Dashboard accessed by 244,000 
users with 2.8 million event counts recorded; Disaster Facebook page reached 710,000 people and attracted 9,300 new 
followers; Website calls rose from 600 per day to 200,000 per day during the event. 
19 Rate in this instance is in terms of time taken to get a message to the community, not necessarily the number of 
messages that are disseminated. 
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• Section 8.3 Community Awareness  
• A.10 Public Information and Warnings Operational Plan  

1.2. Continuing those community engagement activities that build public awareness of the types 
of hazards, increased prevalence, and impacts. 

1.3. Increasing engagement with the District Disaster Management Group to increase a shared 
understanding of support requirements in an activation, particularly related to public 
messaging. 

 

CRC Management Comment 
Council accepts all the above recommendations. 

 

Forge Advisory Supplementary Considerations  

• Investigate which Cells could have assisted in preparing for the transition between the phases 
of the event, including preparing community messaging, and assessing levels of resourcing 
required.  A well-resourced and dedicated cell/s tasked with forecasting and managing key 
changes in the nature of the event via public messaging is vital. 

• Establish a clear event specific Social Media plan within the overall public messaging strategy 
as a one-way information flow to the community that disables comments and directs all members 
to the single source of truth, with redundancies. This strategy should emphasise the following 
communication mechanisms: 
o Primary: Disaster dashboard – online. 
o Alternate: ABC radio updates – wireless. 
o Contingency and/or to report incidents: Council disaster hotline – phone. 
o Emergency: Life threatening - 000. 

• Continue community engagement activities that advise the public of the likely increase in events 
and their impact, such as those conducted at Holloways Beach immediately prior to TC Jasper. 
Examples from recent events can be used to demonstrate the impact on the community, such 
as:  
o The duration that houses were without power and the impact this had on food supplies.  
o How early some of the northern beaches were cut off, highlighting how important early 

decisions are around evacuation. 
o The impact that debris can have during cyclones and floods and the benefit of cleaning up 

at the start of disaster season.  

• Investigate / Review options to disseminate information to elements of community not currently 
engaged, including during all phases of disaster preparedness, response, and recovery.    

• LDMG-CR Executive meet with the DDMG to discuss the issues encountered during the recent 
events. The discussion should include the processes for issuing EAs; general areas for improving 
the operational relationship between the two Groups; and where opportunities exist for increased 
engagement of the DDMG with LDMG-CR outside of activations. 
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Recovery Arrangements 
The LDMG-CR has responsibility for transitioning the event's operations from ‘Response’ to 
‘Recovery’ under the Queensland Disaster Management Arrangements.  This is usually facilitated 
by a recovery sub-committee who develop dedicated recovery plans and report to the LDMG-CR.  

This phase is complex in large scale events such as TC Jasper, in which the recovery phase requires 
similar levels of resourcing – or more – than the response phase.  Often the LDMG-CR is continuing 
with response operations while the recovery arrangements are put into effect.   

In events of the magnitude of TC Jasper the transition phase is made more complex because:  
• resources (including key personnel) are already deployed or exhausted,  
• resources (including personnel) may be stranded and/or unable to deploy to the region due to 

highway or airport closures, 
• the span of leadership/responsibility increases as more agencies/groups provide support 

increasing coordination requirements.  

Observations  
It is reiterated that an AAR is not a critique of operations, and the following observations are provided 
with the aim of contributing to the LDMG’s continuous improvement and quality assurance 
processes. The AAR debrief sessions noted that all members of the LDMG and IMT performed their 
roles in a professional and timely manner. 

• The review identified that the transition from ‘Response’ to ‘Recovery’ was not well planned and 
recovery efforts were delayed or conflated with response.  This created an environment in which 
the LDMG-CR and elements of the recovery sub-committee were reacting to community issues, 
some of which were outside of the LDMG’s responsibility.  This contributed to confusion as to 
who had authority in the LDCC across all tiers and resulted in the IMT cells being pulled offline 
to conduct recovery tasking while still undertaking response efforts.   

• Externally, issues such as tension with the spontaneous community groups formed and was 
incorrectly tasked to the IMT which inhibited engagement/communication with these groups. This 
allowed the generation of unsolicited and unwanted donations that required resources to 
manage, which could have been better used elsewhere.  This was heightened by a lack of 
information within the community which was often filled by misinformation by individuals with 
varying intentions.  

• An element of friction during the transition from response to recovery is unavoidable and in this 
instance was exacerbated by pending Council elections. However, being on the front foot with 
information/communication may have reduced the impact. 

• Recovery efforts are partially executed by non-government organisations who rely on 
government funding for resources, their efforts can be coordinated, but not controlled by the 
LDMG. Until these entities can confirm their funding sources and the full extent of the resources 
they’re able to deploy, they have limited ability to offer services. 

Key Recommendations  
4. Recovery Arrangements – shore-up recovery structures and systems to better streamline and 

sustain arrangements during transition20, by:  

4.1. Increasing awareness of the Cairns Local Recovery Plan and associated arrangements - 
including the LDMG processes that support the transition from response to recovery, the 

 
20 The report outlines those aspects that the participants and research team considered of most importance.   
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span of authority for these operations (LDC / LRC; IMT or CRC BAU), and processes for the 
allocation of adequate resourcing – via training and functional exercises. 

4.2. Reviewing operational resources and information systems that support recovery processes 
to ensure they are up to date and accessible. 

 

CRC Management Comment  
Council accepts all the above recommendations.  

As stated, this phase is complex in large scale events. The Local Recovery Committee has remained 
at Stand Up since the 19th December 2023.  

Whilst the transitional arrangements from response to recovery can be improved, it is important to 
note that the Local Recovery Committee has completed the Tropical Cyclone Jasper Local Disaster 
Recovery Plan 2024-2026 which has been endorsed by the LDMG-CR on 18 June 2024 and 
reported to Council on 10 July 2024. 

 

Forge Advisory Supplementary Considerations 

• The review revealed a need to improve the awareness of all arrangements that support the 
transition from ‘response’ to ‘recovery’, including what roles sit with the LDC and the Local 
Recovery Coordinator (LRC), as well as the IMT and what needs to be resourced through other 
resources. 

• If IMT resources are required, dedicated resources need to be allocated towards the transition 
from ‘Response’ to ‘Recovery’ and this arrangement should be clearly communicated to 
personnel.  Alternately, the LRC should be allocated resources to support this planning. 

• These resources and efforts should be focussed on anticipating the community’s requirements 
through the transitional period. They should either be looking to inform the requirements for 
additional services from broader government and non-government agencies or to identify 
mechanisms to fill gaps while these agencies establish resources and funding.  

• This would enable improved understanding of what the LDMGs responsibilities are during an 
event, what differing agencies abilities are, clarify point of contact in different agencies and 
organisations and generally reinforce messaging around preparing for events and improving 
resilience. 

• While resource intensive to maintain the time spent on this outside of disaster season will be 
beneficial when required at short notice during an event.  
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SECTION D – CONCLUSION  
 
Australia has always experienced natural disasters, but their frequency, severity and cost is 
increasing as climate change progresses. As concluded in the 2020 report of the Royal Commission 
into National Natural Disaster Arrangements (RCNNDA): ‘Natural disasters have changed, and … 
the nation’s disaster management arrangements must also change’ (p22) 

Natural disasters and climate risk. Parliament of Australia  

Cairns is not exempt from the above statement and through the recent occurrences of Tropical 
Cyclone Jasper and the associated flood event the region has experienced these changes firsthand. 
Whilst the LDMG-CR performed well in managing these events there are always opportunities for 
improvement. It is the intent of a thorough AAR to identify these opportunities so that they can be 
incorporated into plans for the management of future events.  

It is acknowledged that CRC’s performance during the recent events was impacted by the availability 
of experienced staff and the challenging nature of the two events that struck in succession and so 
close to Christmas. This AAR report has highlighted several areas where changes could be made to 
improve future performance, these have generally revolved around the very broad themes of training, 
leadership, internal and external communications. Recommendations have suggested potential 
options which may assist CRC in addressing these observations. The report has generally structured 
the observations around the strategic level of disaster control, quick fixes and systemic operational 
issues that are likely to require a greater degree of consideration.  

The increase in frequency and impact of disaster events that the above quote discusses indicates 
that disaster event coordination must continue to evolve. Currently at a local level disaster 
coordination must be further incorporated into BAU for Councils. In line with this, whilst every effort 
should be made to take advantage of the experiences from the recent events, it is important to re-
affirm that learning does not stop with this AAR and report. Only through continuous improvement of 
its plans, procedures and organisational structure can the LDMG and CRC hope to adapt and be 
prepared for the next event.   

https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BriefingBook47p/NaturalDisastersClimateRisk

	Post Tropical Cyclone Jasper reviews - after action review and submission to the Inspector General of Emergency Management’s review into the 2023/24 severe weather season.
	52/2/4-02 | #7451083
	RECOMMENDATION:
	That Council:
	1.  Notes the After Action Review – Tropical Cyclone Jasper report as endorsed by the Local Disaster Management Group – Cairns Region.
	2.  Retrospectively endorses the submission to the Inspector General of Emergency Management’s review into the 2023/24 severe weather season.
	3. Notes the additional actions being undertaken in preparation for the upcoming weather season.
	INTERESTED PARTIES:
	EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:
	BACKGROUND:

	Attendance and understanding of roles compromised by the absence of key LDMG members led to gaps in resource allocation and coordination.
	Lack of resource management and redundancy impacted smooth transition activities.
	Reliability of weather intelligence and BoM forecasting affected accurate and timely responses
	- Difference of opinion around language between State Government agencies and District Disaster Management Group relating to warning level.
	COMMENT:
	OPTIONS:
	CONSIDERATIONS:
	CONSULTATION:
	ATTACHMENTS:






