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ABSTRACT 

 

A rapidly deteriorating climate in conjunction with escalating geopolitical tensions, and social 

and ecological injustice, has created heightened conditions of vulnerability and displacement 

for millions of people around the globe. In such times of unsettlement, the necessity to 

increase the resilience of communities towards viable and sustainable futures becomes 

imminent. This research aims to reconceptualise the relationship between resilience, 

community, and design, by recognising, framing, and applying design thinking and the role of 

design to strengthening communities of resilience. Against this backdrop, design is approached 

as a meta-discipline and acknowledged as a change agent in the arena of community resilience 

and adaptive capacity to both immediate and long-term risk. The thesis therefore puts forward 

the primary research question, “how can strategic and integrated approaches to design 

strengthen communities of resilience towards sustainable futures?” The research redefines the 

key themes of resilience, community, and design, reviewing these not in isolation but instead 

opening these concepts to broader speculation than current preconceived parameters. In doing 

so, it is underpinned by an interpretive approach to reveal findings through a design futures 

lens. 

To test the validity of existing theoretical frameworks and investigate the viability of 

alternative ones, a case study methodology was employed. The regional centres of Charleville and 

Mackay in Queensland, Australia, became foci of contextualising vulnerability, as communities 

demonstrating heightened risk across a range of geographic, environmental, climatic, and 

socioeconomic factors. The case studies incorporated a series of semi-structured interviews and 

open-ended surveys with community, business, and local government representatives, which 

enabled the documentation and analysis of the participants’ experiences and understandings on the 

ground towards resilience and community — past, present, and future. The findings of the case 

studies brought to the fore the particularities of each location, while making evident how localities 

are intertwined with regional and global geopolitical circumstances.  

From these findings, this thesis makes recommendations regarding an expanded role for 

design in the arena of community resilience that reaches beyond current approaches. It recognises 

as essential the integration of a community-driven resilience strategy for transformative purposes, 

facilitated through a process of embedding design within community, scaffolded through the 

continuing mentorship of a community of design professionals. To conclude, it puts forward the 

proposal of rethinking communities of resilience as communities acting locally in time, thinking 

globally through time, and working transformatively towards regenerative and sustainable futures.  
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POSITIONING OF THE RESEARCH 

 

The position I have taken as a researcher throughout this doctoral study has been influenced by my 

background, education in design, experience in the design and construction industries, and as an 

academic within the design disciplines. The brief outline of design experience and contributing 

influences presented here is intended as an orientation to the reader in the overall approach to the 

research and positioning of the researcher. 

 I completed a Bachelor of Applied Science in the Built Environment at Queensland 

University of Technology (QUT) majoring in Interior Design. Upon graduation, I worked as an interior 

designer based on the Gold Coast and in Brisbane for over twenty years in hospitality, resort, 

commercial, and residential projects across Australia and the Asia-Pacific region. During this time, I 

worked at all levels in a design office, from junior designer to project leader and as owner/operator 

of a design consultancy business. Through this experience, I gained an in-depth understanding of 

professional practice, the complexities of the design process, industry requirements and regulations, 

financial and time constraints, and the intricacies of working with multiple actors with competing 

agendas. This knowledge of the workings of the design and construction industries has provided an 

invaluable practical context to thoroughly critique current design practice. It has also led to a level of 

disillusionment with the wasteful nature of the design and construction industries, where fluctuating 

style and marketing trends, short-term life expectancies for fit-outs, widespread materials wastage, 

unsustainable materials selections, and minimal concern for long-term building performance, often 

concealed with a rhetoric of greenwashing.  

I commenced sessional teaching in design in 2004 at QUT and in 2005 at Queensland College 

of Art (QCA) Griffith University, teaching across the design disciplines at undergraduate, Honours 

and Masters levels in design research methodology, design theory, and practice-based studio 

courses. My teaching practice aims at broadening awareness of the critical importance of design 

research and design thinking in the larger global context. As a design educator, I aim to facilitate all 

aspects of the creative learning process with a strong focus upon connecting students to real-world 

projects and challenging them beyond the limitations of a typical studio environment. In keeping 

with this ethos, I am a founding member of Work Integrated Learning (WIL) Studio, “LiveSpace 

Studio for Socially and Environmentally Responsible Design,” a collaborative design studio with a 

focus upon sustainable materials, life-cycle analysis, repurposing, retrofitting and design for 

disassembly and modification, providing students with an advanced level of knowledge and essential 

skills for a rapidly changing world. Students across the design studio majors work on cross-

disciplinary projects with the broader community, government, not-for-profit and local business 
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sectors, thereby gaining insight into the complexity of the whole of design process. Further, hands-

on prototyping in the workshops is embedded as a method of design reflection and making as 

learning.  

I completed a Master of Design Futures (Honours) at QCA, under Professor Tony Fry’s 

guidance, to further question and critique current unsustainable practices in a rapidly changing 

world. My Masters dissertation, Space, Place and Design for the Displaced examines the role of 

design in providing culturally significant, affordable, and sustainable housing solutions for disaster-

affected and vulnerable communities. The research focuses upon underlying anthropogenic factors 

increasing risk of disaster, issues of global displacement following disaster and the long-term 

ramifications of outsider interventions in the quest to rebuild with expediency. Whilst originally 

examining appropriate forms of temporary, intermediate, and permanent housing solutions, 

throughout the research it became clear that tops-down approaches to rebuilding after disaster (no 

matter how well-intentioned) typically allow for only minimal community input in order to get things 

done quickly. In times of disaster, critical health care, temporary and intermediate housing solutions, 

and repairs to essential infrastructure take priority. Addressing the long-term ramifications of the 

social, cultural, and economic costs of disaster are typically pushed further down the track during 

the emergency and rebuild phase. Decisions made in times of disaster recovery therefore may or 

may not serve the community’s best interests in the years to come. It became clear through this 

early research that the more resilient a community, the more likely it can prepare, mitigate for, cope 

with, and put into place plans of action not simply for recovery but long-term risk reduction. 

This thesis emerged from these early findings, conceptualised as an enquiry into what 

constitutes a functioning community, and as an extension, what it means for a community to be 

resilient beyond the present. In the years since the conception of this research, discussions of 

resilience have become fashionable, particularly in regard to the urban, with resilience programmes 

in major cities attracting increasing attention and funding. To engage with concepts of resilience it 

should be recognised that every city, town, region, rural town, and community faces its own unique 

set of challenges and opportunities that need to be addressed at the local level, framed within the 

larger context of the global. I am familiar with the unique needs and circumstances of rural and 

regional communities, having grown up in regional New South Wales. Through this personal 

experience with the regional, I understand the critical need for research in the arena of resilience in 

areas that have been largely neglected in lieu of larger population centres. It is for this reason that 

the research positions the issues within a global context, before narrowing the examination to a 

closer study of selected communities in Queensland, where local attitudes and understands of 

resilience can be examined in-depth. Since the conception of the thesis, the critical need for 
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strengthening communities of resilience has been further heightened through drought, flood, fire, 

and global pandemic. This research unfolds as a bringing together of the researcher’s past and 

present experience to explore the potential role of design in this complex milieu.  

 



 1 

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

 

This chapter introduces the premise of the research, identifies the problems to be addressed, 

unpacks the primary aims and objectives, presents the research question, outlines the value of 

the study and original contribution to knowledge, and lays out the theoretical and 

methodological framework of the thesis. 

 

“Chapter 1.1 Openings: The Background and Context of the Study” introduces the 

primary themes of resilience, community, and design in the context of systematic risk in rapidly 

changing global scenarios.  

“Chapter 1.2 Intent: The Aims and Objectives of the Study” explores the primary goals of 

the study and introduces the research question to be unpacked. The objectives introduce 

potential pathways to be examined for an expanded role for design in the arena of community 

resilience. 

“Chapter 1.3 Significance: The Value of the Study” identifies the relevance of the study at 

the level of the global, the regional, and the local. The importance of framing and applying design 

thinking to issues of community resilience is examined, with the objective of advancing the 

embedded design potential of communities of resilience.  

“Chapter 1.4 Parameters: The Scope and Limitations of the Study” identifies the issues to 

be examined, along with recognised limitations. The research unpacks the potentiality of design 

in supporting communities of resilience, putting forward approaches that allow for the issues to 

be worked upon within the community and by the community through design. It is not intended 

to present final designed solutions, as a one-solution-fits-all problem-solving approach is 

recognised as inappropriate. 

“Chapter 1.5 Approach: The Framework of the Study” introduces the theoretical and 

methodological approach to the thesis. The reflective architecture of the thesis chapters is 

outlined as a guide to the non-linear, interpretive reading of the literature and the unpacking and 

analysis of the primary data collected through the selected case studies.  
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1.1 OPENINGS: THE BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT OF THE STUDY 

 

This research reconceptualises the relationship between resilience, community, and design, and 

unpacks a context of systematic risk in rapidly changing global scenarios. Global challenges such as 

exponential population growth, unchecked urbanisation, environmental degradation, and the 

escalating effects of natural and anthropogenic disasters exacerbated by climate change, bring 

multiple spatial, geopolitical, and socioeconomic implications. The human/environment relationship 

in all forms of human settlements and non-settlements underpins this. Some challenges we have 

learnt to live with, whether repeated flooding, cyclones, storm surges, fire risk, or prolonged years of 

drought. Some problems can potentially be solved or alleviated in the immediate term, such as 

building levee banks, strengthening sea walls, flood mitigation, constructing dams, and changing 

building codes and practices. Other challenges may be solved through a process of adaptation, such 

as changing farming practice and crop rotation, recycling water, and harvesting energy alternatively. 

Beyond these, there are evolving problems we must face with the recognition that mitigation and 

adaptation are no longer sufficient, and a more extensive intervention such as planned retreat may 

be necessary. Such thinking requires anticipation of risk, mitigation, preparedness, adaptive 

capacity, and critically, it necessitates embedded resilience from within the communities involved.  

Community resilience should not come to the forefront only in times of crisis. The resilience 

of a community is often characterised into two forms, hard and soft. Hard resilience refers to the 

strength of structures and institutions when placed under pressure, and soft resilience refers to the 

community’s ability to recover without fundamental changes to its structure and function.1 Ensuring 

the steadfastness of ‘hard’ resources, including shelters, housing, infrastructure and services, 

combined with the scaffolding of ‘soft’ resources such as employment, social economies, education, 

and information sharing, is crucial in a pro-active approach to strengthening long term resilience. In 

the design and planning of built environments, there has been a historical focus upon hard 

resources, however, the complex interwoven relationship between the physical, designed elements 

of the built environment and the soft resources underpinning the resilience of the local community 

require a broader level of exploration. Ramifications of short-sighted solutions have significant 

ongoing implications for the structural relations underpinning the community; not only physical 

structures but social capital and economic and political systems need to be resilient in times of rapid 

change to ensure the long-term viability of community.   

This study contextualises larger global and regional issues before narrowing in on the 

Queensland case studies of Charleville and Mackay. Both communities face heightened risk across a 

range of geographic, environmental, climatic, and socioeconomic factors. When risk is examined, it 
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is often in terms of mega-cities globally, however, within regional and rural areas, political, social, 

cultural, economic, and environmental contexts vary greatly from larger cities and each other. Risk 

should be specifically examined in the context of each location and not as a projection of research 

on global cities onto smaller communities. Conversely, communities should not be viewed in 

isolation in an increasingly globalised world. Risk, according to Ulrich Beck, is “not synonymous with 

catastrophe. Risk means the anticipation of catastrophe…Risks are always future events that may 

occur, that threaten us.”2 Risk may then, to some extent, be predetermined and circumvented. 

However, as has been seen time and time again in times of disaster, traditional disaster 

management programs emphasise short-term recovery, in order for the community to continue as 

before. A carefully considered approach to strengthening community resilience is essential in 

ensuring a maintenance only mentality does not ensue, and that forward-thinking strategies are 

applied to increase adaptive capacity. Our population centres do not exist in a constant state of 

equilibrium; they are inherently transitional and should be recognised as such. Designing 

appropriate strategies for this continuous state of flux is vital to scaffold future resilience. Acting 

instrumentally in the short-term, within current political and economic agendas, only serves to 

establish further obstacles towards long-term sustainability whilst increasing levels of risk down-

track. Norris et al. define community resilience as “a process linking a set of networked adaptive 

capacities to a positive trajectory of functioning and adaptation in constituent populations after a 

disturbance.”3 In this thesis, community resilience is defined as extending beyond the traditional 

notion of bouncing back after disturbance, and is perceived as a mechanism of anticipation of 

change and systemic preparation to adapt by carefully evaluating local, regional, and global 

environmental and sociopolitical circumstances.  

The more resilient the social cohesion of a community, the greater its ability to cope with 

change proactively as well as reactively, qualities essential in determining long term stability and 

survival.4 To develop strategies for strengthening communities of resilience, the community must 

first and foremost be functional, bringing the dialectic of what constitutes community into question. 

The term community itself implies numerous definitions in varying contexts and should not be 

assumed to act as a cohesive and utopian whole. A community may for example, refer to a social 

unit sharing common values, a religious affiliation, a group sharing local governance, a national 

community, or an international community. Yet much of the current research and policy on 

community resilience and building takes a reductionist approach, examining community as a single 

functioning and cohesive entity. Various late twentieth-century prominent thinkers of community, 

including Jean Luc-Nancy and Giorgio Agamben, reject such idealised preconceptions of community, 

questioning how a community can successfully function; neither as a connection of separate 
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individuals operating with varying agendas nor as a single body of being with constraints upon the 

political, the individual, and social identity. Community is not a given. Modern population centres, 

with transitional, dispersed, and segregated populations, may display a non-existent sense of 

community, whilst conversely, less developed regions may be structurally or physically vulnerable 

yet may display a strong sense of community integration. The notion of community is explored here 

as a combination of being-in and being-with, grounded in understanding commonalities rooted in 

human vulnerability, social interconnectivity and exposure to shared conditions that go beyond the 

modern notions of nation and belonging.  

This study explores the potential role of design embedded within community to identify 

existing problems, critically review, evaluate, coordinate, and apply creative solutions to scaffold 

community resilience. To deal with present and future challenges and remain relevant, design 

professionals will need to shift beyond current roles of service provision, necessitating a cross-

disciplinary approach to design and design thinking beyond pre-conceived boundaries of traditional 

models. The role of design in strengthening resilience of our communities is increasingly complex, 

given that many current vulnerabilities in human environments have arrived through the agency of 

design, with design decisions commonly made as a reflection of client demands within material 

culture. Design problems, described as “wicked problems” by Horst Rittel and Melvin Webber, are 

subject to a multitude of stakeholders with radically differing views, requirements, and agendas.5 

Approaching wicked design problems requires a radical change in thinking and behaviours beyond 

disciplinary rationales that predefine problems within narrow contexts, thereby limiting 

understandings of complexity. For the purposes of this research, design is being addressed as a 

medium and a process entangled with all human activity, acknowledging not just the agency of 

design professionals to change contemporary life practices but also the role of every human as a 

design actor and recipient. In this context, design becomes a means of translating lived experience 

into community action. The challenge for design professionals is to explore possibilities outside of 

traditional and pragmatic solutions, and in doing so, scaffold communities of resilience for long-term 

sustainable futures.  

 

1.2 INTENT: THE AIMS AND OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY  

  

This study explores and reconceptualises the role of design in strengthening communities of 

resilience. Design as a meta-discipline is examined in the capacity of a change agent in the arena of 

communities’ adaptive capacity for viable futures. In the development of strategies aimed towards 

long-term community sustainability, current short-sighted and reductionist approaches to resilience 
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are reviewed within the broader context of rapidly changing global conditions, environments, 

geopolitical and spatial scenarios, socioeconomic implications, values, and climate change. In doing 

so, this study aims to move away from forms of instrumental knowledge and towards a reflexive 

knowledge that recognises the context, processes, and structures that have created existing 

conditions of vulnerability. The research aims to critically examine and broaden the potential of 

cross-disciplinary, embedded design practice within the community. This is with the aim of 

expanding understanding of the multi-faceted nature of the processes of design in applying an 

integrated community resilience strategy for transformative purposes. The study poses the primary 

question:  

 

How can strategic and integrated approaches to design strengthen communities of 

resilience for sustainable futures? 

 

The research question is unpacked through the objectives of: 

 

• Evaluating the existing literature pertaining to the areas of study within a global, regional, and local 

context. 

• Reconceptualising relationships between resilience, community, and design. 

• Interpreting risk in the context of rural/regional case studies. 

• Examining existing levels of community engagement, cohesion, understandings, and experience in the 

selected communities within a context of resilience. 

• Reviewing the potentiality of design in supporting spatially, environmentally, climatically, 

economically, materially, culturally, and socially appropriate opportunities aimed at strengthening 

community resilience. 

• Exploring the role of design as a meta-discipline in advancing the embedded design potential of 

communities, thereby redirecting design as a situated resilience strengthening practice. 

 

The research explores pathways for an expanded role for design in the arena of community 

resilience, reaching beyond current tops-down design-led interventions. Instead, it aims to inform 

future practice in resilience strengthening strategy, supporting communities of denizen designers in 

negotiating problem identification and decision-making processes.  
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1.3 SIGNIFICANCE: THE VALUE OF THE STUDY  

 

There is a significant — though largely instrumental — emergent global body of reports and 

recommendations in regard to strengthening the resilience of cities, with much of this research 

taking on a one-solution-fits-all approach as will be explored through the literature. Issues of 

regional and local resilience have remained on the margins, yet there can be no advancement in the 

arena of regional community resilience without extensive inquiry into what resilience within this 

context could potentially look like. The contribution of community, embodied knowledge, attitudes 

and perceptions of risk and resilience on the ground should not be underestimated. In addressing 

the key themes of community, resilience, and design, this study examines the context at the level of 

the global, before narrowing to issues of the regional and specific problems of the local selected 

case studies. This is in recognition that in a globalised world, issues of resilience are intrinsically 

linked across all levels and should not be viewed in isolation.  

This study is set against an increasingly unsettled global backdrop, with unprecedented 

levels of risk. In a little over two hundred years, the planet’s population has increased from 1 billion 

to 7.7 billion people, resulting in rapid and widely unchecked growth in human habitats around the 

globe. Further, populations are increasingly unsettled, with global increases in the number of 

politically, economically, and environmentally displaced persons continuing to worsen. There are 

currently 79.5 million forcibly displaced people globally as a result of conflict or persecution, the 

highest levels ever recorded.6 Issues such as conflict, food insecurity and famine, health crisis and 

pandemics, and unstable economic, political, and social institutions are exacerbated further by the 

occurrence of natural and anthropogenic disasters. Between 2000 to 2019, over 7,300 major 

disaster events were recorded globally, affecting 4.2 billion people, and costing US$2.97 trillion in 

economic loss. Climate-related events alone rose from 3,700 between 1980 and 1999 to 6,700 

between 2000 and 2019, with floods and storms the most prevalent.7 This is hardly surprising, with 

climate change, rapid population growth, inappropriate siting of settlements, and the growth of 

informal communities placing human settlements at increased levels of risk. With increasing 

industrial and technological disasters, combined with the devastating consequences of pandemics 

such as COVID-19, levels of global risk rise exponentially.  

Australia is not immune to these issues, with the current population of approximately 

twenty-five million people projected to increase to between 36.8 and 48.3 million people by 2061.8 

Our capital cities are growing almost double the rest of the country, with 67% of the population now 

living in a capital city.9 Urbanisation of all definitions and scales contributes towards risk. 

Development of infrastructure, housing, energy, communications, water and food supplies and the 
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increase in consumption, pollution, and waste correlates directly to this anticipated growth. All will 

place further strain on the environment and critical resources and establish a larger footprint for our 

population settlements. Inappropriate siting, design, materials specifications, and construction 

techniques not suited to geographic and climatic conditions further exacerbate the problems of our 

human settlements. Historically, Australia’s settlements were founded upon opportunity with fertile 

river plains providing stable agricultural production sources, fresh water, and transportation. 

Today’s urban environments continue to expand along waterways, low lying floodplains and 

coastlines vulnerable to severe weather and face the challenges of continually rebuilding post 

extreme weather events.  

The threat of climate change and escalation of severe climate events further heightens the 

vulnerability of such inappropriately sited towns and cities, with the scientific community agreeing 

that global warming will increase the vulnerability of millions of people around the planet. Whilst 

climate change (both warming and cooling of the earth) pre-dates human existence, the rapid, 

unchecked acceleration of warming in recent years reflects our anthropogenic and unsustainable 

relationship with the planet. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) argues the 

evidence that human-induced climate change due to greenhouse gas emissions is incontestable, 

with the rapid increase in risk since the Industrial Revolution entering a new phase where “global 

climatic change associated with the emission of greenhouse gases promises to introduce new risk 

factors that build on existing risks associated with normal climatic variability and extremes.”10  

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC) “Fifth Assessment Report” 

confirms that Australia’s regional climate is warming, a trend virtually certain to continue through 

the twenty-first century, consistent with global scenarios.11 As the driest inhabited continent on 

Earth, much of Australia is particularly vulnerable to future effects of climate change. Australia’s 

climate is notoriously erratic and heavily influenced by ocean currents, and there is little doubt that 

the continuing cycle of warming of the planet has served to accelerate these already unstable 

conditions. Significant projected impacts of climate change in Australia include increased extreme 

weather events with more intense and frequent heatwaves, fire, floods, storm surges, and droughts, 

increased sea-level rises, less frequent frost and snow, and reduced soil moisture in large parts of 

the Australian mainland.12 This is backed up with findings from the Australian Bureau of 

Meteorology (BOM), with 2019 Australia's warmest and driest year on record since recording began 

in 1910. Each year since 2013 has been included in the ten warmest years ever recorded. 

Background warming associated with anthropogenic climate change has seen Australian annual 

mean temperature increase by approximately one degree Celsius since 1910, with most of this 

warming occurring since 1950.13  
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As Brian Fagan contends, humanity has an inherent capacity for adaption, and thus, we have 

survived the multiple challenges of climate change over many thousands of years. However, we have 

become increasingly vulnerable as we no longer live the nomadic life that provided much-needed 

flexibility.14 Present-day settlement in ever-growing population centres has made adaptation to 

climate change prohibitively expensive and extremely difficult to respond to.15 Short term political 

agendas, conflicts in interest in government policy, and a failure to address the long-term 

ramifications of decisions made all create conditions that place our communities in a position of 

vulnerability. According to the IPCC, while adaptation to climate change in Australia is becoming 

embedded in some planning processes, this is mainly at the conceptual, rather than implementation 

stage, with planning remaining somewhat piecemeal and subject to political change and legal 

challenge.16 Implementation faces significant challenges for transformative action at local 

community levels, with constraints attributed to the absence of a consistent information base; 

limited financial and human resources at a local level; time lags in developing expertise, unclear 

problem definition and goals, a lack of integration between levels of government with short election 

cycles, differing attitudes and values towards risks associated with climate change, and limited 

community support, participation, and awareness for adaptation.17 Crucially there is little 

understanding of future vulnerabilities due to inadequate consideration of socioeconomic 

dimensions, whereby: 

 
Vulnerability of human and managed systems depends critically on future socioeconomic 
characteristics. Research into psychological, economic, social, and cultural dimensions of 
vulnerability, adaptive capacity, and underpinning values remains limited and poorly 
integrated with biophysical studies. This limits the level of confidence in conclusions 
regarding future vulnerabilities and the feasibility and effectiveness of adaptation strategies. 
These multiple, persistent, and structural uncertainties imply that, in most cases, adaptation 
requires an iterative risk management process.18 

 

In order to understand the socioeconomic dimensions of risk, vulnerability and adaptive 

capacity, the specific conditions of the local need to be recognised. A one-solution-fits-all approach 

to community resilience is not sufficient as diverse conditions and influences in geographic, climatic, 

demographic, cultural, economic, and political come in to play on the ground. Resilience is not only 

about an appropriate response in times of crisis but is predicated upon prevention, preparedness, 

and adaptive capacity. For a community to be inherently resilient, it first needs to recognise risks 

and develop methods to manage that risk. Community attitudes and understanding of what it means 

to be resilient is critical in this recognition. This research examines local attitudes and experiences on 

the ground, through semi-structured interviews and open-ended surveys undertaken with a cross-

section of community, business, and local government representatives in the communities of 

Charleville and Mackay in rural and regional Queensland. The case studies demonstrate significant 
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levels of risk across a range of spatial, geographic, environmental, climatic, and socioeconomic 

factors. Yet, as the research unpacks, community perceptions of risk and vulnerability vary greatly 

across and between each of these communities with multiple agendas and conflicting values, 

influencing the way in which levels of risk are perceived. In gaining insight into these varying 

perceptions of risk, the study examines what it means for community to be truly resilient, prepared, 

and adaptable to present and future risk scenarios.  

From these findings, the potential role of design in scaffolding the community’s design 

potential to enable coping with immediate and long-term crisis is explored. In order to deal with 

today’s increasingly complex global challenges, design professionals need to move beyond the role 

of traditional service providers, with a cross-disciplinary approach to design and design thinking. In 

the design of our human environments, the practice of discipline-specific design has resulted in a 

focus upon hard resources, including infrastructure, housing, public spaces, facilities, transportation, 

and town planning. However, the complex interwoven relationship between the physical, designed 

elements of the built environment and the soft resources underpinning the resilience of the local 

community requires greater exploration, with ramifications of short-sighted design solutions having 

larger ongoing implications for the structural relations underpinning the community. This 

necessitates a strategic examination of the role of design not only in a material context but also 

within cultural, environmental, socioeconomic, and geopolitical contexts.  

The research presents an original contribution to knowledge in understanding, framing, and 

applying design thinking to issues of community resilience, and in doing so, bringing to light design’s 

critical role in this milieu. This, with the objective of advancing the embedded design potential of 

communities of resilience.  

 

1.4 PARAMETERS: THE SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

 

This submission for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy is structured as a thesis of approximately 

100,000 words. The research sets out to identify and explore the relationships between community, 

resilience, and design, to identify the ways in which these are currently addressed, and to determine 

absences and opportunities that provide the ability to advance and broaden design thinking in this 

complex arena. The study aims to promote understanding of issues pertaining to resilience within 

community and, in doing so, assist in developing collaboration between community and design 

professionals in identifying possibilities and strategies for organisational change, thereby enabling 

communities to realise local resilience potential. 
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The research examines the potentiality of design in supporting spatially, environmentally, 

climatically, economically, materially, culturally, and socially appropriate opportunities to strengthen 

resilience, self-reliance, and engagement within community. The research puts forward approaches 

that allow for problems to be worked upon within the community, and by the community, through 

design, with the recognition that each community has vastly differing strengths, weaknesses, 

concerns, values, and attitudes, and a one-solution-fits-all problem-solving approach is not 

appropriate. Suggestions are therefore offered towards broader systematic considerations that need 

to be taken into account in enhancing community resilience. 

The study identifies larger global issues, contextualised at the level of the regional and the 

local, in order to examine specific issues of resilience as they relate to the selected case study 

communities. The complex needs of smaller rural/ regional communities such as Charleville and 

Mackay are frequently overlooked in favour of larger population centres. Through a series of 

interviews and surveys undertaken with a cross-section of each community, attitudes, 

understandings, and perspectives towards issues pertaining to vulnerabilities and resilience are 

identified on the ground (as outlined in “Chapter 4 The Case Studies”). The findings from the rich 

data generated, though specific to each community in terms of environments, populations, cultures, 

and contexts, provide valuable insights into concerns for the future of Queensland’s regional 

communities. Drawing from these findings and the broad spectrum of literature surveyed, the 

research puts forward suggestions for the future role of design in scaffolding resilience in the 

context of the case study communities, that are highly relevant to communities of resilience in a 

broader regional context.  

 

1.5 APPROACH: THE THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL 
FRAMEWORK OF THE STUDY   
  
This study is undertaken through a design futures lens, underpinned by an interpretivist 

epistemological positioning that recognises underlying processes of socially constructed attitudes 

and understandings within community as it brings to light attitudes towards risk, vulnerability, and 

resilience — past, present, and future. The interpretivist paradigm is reflected in the approach to the 

examination of literature as it avoids a rigid structural framework and adopts a flexible and reflective 

architecture, allowing the research to remain open to discoveries, thought processes, adaptations, 

and iterations.  
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Diagram 1 Research Framework 

 
 

To address the research question, the literature is examined through a hermeneutic reading 

of texts, reports, journals, and scholarly articles that provide a backdrop to current understandings 

of the global, regional, and local contexts, and the study’s three primary themes of resilience, 

community, and design. The collection of authors reviewed through the study do not share the same 

epistemological foundations or perspectives and instead reflect vastly different views that 

differentiate and shape understanding and practice. The instrumentalism of the numerous reports 

generated in the arenas of resilience and community directs government policy and, to some extent, 

local practice. However, theoreticians reflecting upon resilience and community at a conceptual 

level oppose the narrow parameters and pragmatism of such reports. The literature review identifies 

these relationships and conflicts, while questioning what is yet to be examined and how (or if) it is 

possible to reconcile such opposing positions. The literature review brings to light significant 

shortcomings in exploration of resilience in the context of regional and rural communities on the 

ground. Further, the gap between nostalgic ideations of community and the actuality of a resilient 
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and functioning community is highlighted. Finally, the current, limited, and instrumental role of 

design in the context of strengthening community vulnerability is brought to the fore.  
To clarify the findings from the literature and to apply these to concrete examples, a case 

study methodology provides an exploration of experience and understanding on the ground, 

recognising that these can only be understood within specific contexts at a local level — yet are 

always influenced by larger experiences of the regional and global. The communities of Charleville 

and Mackay were purposively selected as representative of some of the unique characteristics of 

Queensland’s rural and regional communities. The strategy behind the inclusion of case studies was 

aimed at clarifying issues raised in the broader global and regional context of the literature reviewed 

and applying these concerns to local examples, with the selected communities demonstrating 

vulnerabilities across a range of geographic, environmental, climatic, and socioeconomic factors. 

Perspectives from governance, business and community were examined in order to understand 

connections and contradictions in thinking issues of long-term community resilience. 

Multiple visits to the selected communities were undertaken throughout February to March 

2014, and November 2015. A series of face-to-face recorded semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with governance and business representatives, coupled with open-ended survey 

distribution across a broad cross-section of community. The recruitment of the participants and 

undertaking of the primary research was approved and reported under Griffith University Human 

Research Ethics Committee guidelines. (Griffith University Protocol Reference, 2013/735). Questions 

put forward reflect the overarching interpretive paradigm, aiming to delve into local perspectives, 

whilst searching for discrepancies between identified and documented vulnerabilities, and the wider 

community’s understandings of actual and perceived vulnerabilities faced.  

A thematic analysis of interview and survey materials from each case study draws out in-

depth findings with data analysed through a process of qualitative interpretation, reflection, and 

reinterpretation in an iterative process. Findings from each case study are first reported individually, 

with the addition of supporting tabled information to inform the narrative. A comparative analysis of 

the two case studies identifies similarities, differences, and recurring themes, in order to examine 

community understandings of issues of vulnerability and community resilience. Concluding the 

thesis, insights from the case studies are triangulated with findings from the literature review to 

address the primary research question and put forward recommendations for strengthening 

communities of resilience for sustainable futures.
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1.6 STRUCTURE: THE COMPOSITION OF THE STUDY  

 

“Chapter 1 Introduction,” introduces the context of the research, lays out the primary aims 

and objectives, introduces the research question, outlines the study’s original contribution to 

knowledge, provides a theoretical and methodological framework, and clarifies the composition of 

the thesis. 

In “Chapter 2 The Context,” overarching conditions of risk within a global, regional, and local 

context are identified. “Chapter 2.2 The Global Context,” introduces escalating effects of rapid 

population growth, growing economic disparity, political and religious conflict, uncontrolled 

urbanisation, environmental destruction, natural and human-made disaster, global pandemic, and a 

rapidly deteriorating climate creating conditions of escalating risk around the globe. “Chapter 2.3 

The Regional Context,” explores specific conditions of vulnerability faced in Australia and the State 

of Queensland. The face of Australia’s settlements is rapidly changing, with an expanding population 

increasingly concentrated in heavily urbanised areas along the coastline. Australia’s fragile 

environment is particularly vulnerable to escalating effects of climate change, with inappropriately 

sited cities, rapid urbanisation, and environmental degradation, increasing levels of risk 

exponentially. “Chapter 2.4 The Local Context,” introduces the selected the case studies of 

Charleville and Mackay in Queensland as focal points of the study. The case studies have been 

chosen as representatives of the very different faces of Queensland’s regional and rural population 

centres. With environmental vulnerability, vulnerability to climate change, issues relating to flood 

mitigation, shifting populations, and economies dependent upon industries with uncertain futures, 

the critical importance of community resilience in both places comes to the forefront. The contexts 

of both places are vastly different from Australia’s more populous cities and vastly different from 

each other, and therefore require examination at the local level, from local perspectives. This is not 

with the intent of comparing two very different places or in applying a one-strategy-fits-all mentality 

to resilience. Instead, it is with the objective of understanding the role of design within the context 

of community resilience at the level of the local and in strategising ways that increasing levels of risk 

can be avoided. 

“Chapter 3 Resilience, Community, Design,” unpacks the three primary themes of the study 

within the context of risk and examines how these are currently understood through the existing 

literature. In doing so, the themes are not explored within the parameters of traditional disciplinary 

contexts or textbook definitions. Instead, the themes are examined as interlinked concepts, with 

resilience and community understood within the context of communities of resilience, and design 

examined within the context of design as a meta-discipline supporting communities of denizen 
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designers. The research, therefore, opens the fields of resilience, community, and design to broader 

speculation. In exploring the themes, a broad range of government reports, disciplinary practice, and 

theoretical perspectives have been brought together and connected. “Chapter 3.2 (Re)Thinking 

Resilience,” questions the nature of resilience. As will be explored, resilience is not just about 

responding to and recovering from a crisis. It is about risk prevention, preparedness, and adaptive 

capacity, requiring learning from the past, overcoming challenges of the present, and preparing for 

future uncertainty. “Chapter 3.3 (Re)Thinking Community,” examines the nature of community and 

explores whether community, as it is currently understood, is in any way placed to face future 

challenges. Community, working towards a sustainable future for generations to come acts locally, 

whilst thinking transformatively through time in the context of global risk. “Chapter 3.4 (Re)Thinking 

Design,” examines the shortfalls of the current condition of design as service provision. For design to 

play a meaningful role in strengthening community resilience, the agenda of design itself first needs 

to change. Design — as an act of prefiguring —must adapt to rapidly evolving global scenarios and 

reconcile its potential beyond singular disciplinary thinking.  

“Chapter 4 The Case Studies” examines insights from the communities of Charleville and 

Mackay, purposively selected as representative of some of the unique characteristics of 

Queensland’s rural and regional communities. The strategy behind the inclusion of the local case 

studies is aimed at clarifying issues raised in the broader global and regional context of the literature 

reviewed and applying these concerns to concrete examples, with the selected communities 

demonstrating vulnerabilities across a range of geographic, environmental, climatic, and 

socioeconomic factors. The approach to the case studies is detailed, along with methods of 

collection, and methods of analysis of the primary data materials. A narrative of the insights 

discovered from community, business and regional development, and governance perspectives are 

examined in each community to highlight experiences, attitudes, and understandings. A comparative 

analysis is undertaken, with the complexity of issues the communities need to work upon — from 

within community — identified, in order to consider insights for design in this complex arena.  

Drawing from the discoveries of the earlier chapters “Chapter 5 The Way Forward: 

Discussions and Recommendations,” aims to push recognition of design’s agency outside of 

traditional boundaries. As global issues become increasingly complex, design also becomes more 

complex in its nature. The concluding chapter examines what needs to be worked upon in the spaces 

between instrumental one-solution-fits-all approaches and philosophical/unresolved/utopian 

visions. Strategies are examined towards creating conditions on the ground that strengthen 

community resilience through a culture of engagement with design. It is critical that strategic 

engagement occurs within community and by community, in lieu of an external interventionist 
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approach. Communities of resilience are conceptualised as communities of embedded design 

potential, where the role of the denizen designer comes to the forefront. In this context, 

strengthening resilience against current and future risk becomes the bond that brings community 

together. Recommendations are put forward for further potential areas of examination in continuing 

critical research in this milieu. 
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CHAPTER 2. THE CONTEXT 

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

 

This chapter introduces concepts of risk and vulnerability within a global, regional, and local 

context. The key themes of resilience, community, and design which will be explored in-depth in 

Chapter 3 are intrinsically linked and should be recognised at the level of the ‘glocal’ – defined as 

the seamless integration between local and global, connected through economy, industry, travel, 

and communication, and a willingness to think globally whilst acting locally.  

“Chapter 2.2 The Global Context” identifies overarching conditions of risk and 

vulnerability that we currently face as citizens of the planet. The escalating effects of rapid 

population growth, growing economic disparity, conflict, uncontrolled urbanisation, 

environmental destruction, natural and man-made disaster, and a rapidly deteriorating climate 

have created unprecedented conditions of risk around the globe. The effects of globalisation are 

all encompassing, with flows of information, products and people reducing distances and re-

establishing the identities of the regional and the local on a daily basis, no matter how seemingly 

remote.  

“Chapter 2.3 The Regional Context” explores conditions of risk and vulnerability faced in 

Australia. The face of Australia’s settlements is rapidly changing, with an expanding population 

increasingly concentrated in heavily urbanised areas along the coastline and a gradual decline in 

rural populations and towns. Whilst fortunate to have one of the highest standards of living in 

the world, Australia is not immune to economic disparity and conditions of socioeconomic 

vulnerability in line with a globalised world. Critically, Australia’s fragile environment is 

particularly vulnerable to escalating effects of climate change with inappropriately sited cities, 

rapid urbanisation and environmental degradation increasing levels of risk exponentially.  

“Chapter 2.4 The Local Context” introduces the case studies of Charleville and Mackay in 

Queensland as focal points of the study. The case studies demonstrate heightened risk across a 

range of geographic, environmental, climatic, and socioeconomic factors. The local manifests 

itself in a myriad of different ways in accordance with geography, climate, demographics, culture, 

socioeconomics, and governance. A one-solution-fits-all approach in addressing the strengths 

and vulnerabilities of individual communities is therefore not viable. To engage with issues of 

resilience seriously — at a level beyond the generalised rhetoric current in much of the resilience 

research undertaken in recent years — it should be recognised through the specific conditions of 

the local as affected by the regional and the global. 
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2.1 OPENING THOUGHTS: ON THE QUESTION OF RISK  
 The concept of risk reverses the relationship of past, present, and future. The 

past loses its power to determine the present. Its place as the cause of present-
day experience and action is taken by the future, that is to say, something non-

existent, constructed and fictitious. We are discussing and arguing about 
something which is not the case but could happen if we continue to steer the 

same course as we have been. 19 
 — Ulrich Beck 

 

This research approaches the rethinking of sustainable communities through a design futures lens, 

with a focus on the themes of resilience, community and design, their essential linkages, and the 

role these relationships take in recognising risk and reducing future vulnerabilities. Such a reflection 

first necessitates an examination of risk and vulnerability at a global, regional, and local level. We 

live in a condition of ecological, geopolitical, and socioeconomic unsettlement. The escalating effects 

of rapid population growth, growing economic disparity, conflict, uncontrolled urbanisation, 

environmental destruction, global pandemic, natural disaster, human-made disaster, and climate 

change have created conditions of vulnerability and displacement for millions of citizens around the 

globe. The impacts of globalisation, with never-before-seen flows of materials, finances, 

information, and people, has undeniable benefits in boosting economies, raising standards of living, 

health, and education, particularly in third world countries, but along with the positive comes 

negative ramifications. Our urban environments grow increasingly unstable. Rapid urbanisation, 

sociospatial fragmentation, the rise in informal settlements, cities built in zones subject to hazards, 

resource insecurity, and cities under escalating threat from climate change all contribute to 

increasing levels of unsettlement. 

Urbanisation is all-encompassing with current forms of urbanisation — at all scales — in 

conflict with the environment. The definition of urbanism here is extended beyond the city, focusing 

upon the broader relationship of humans and environments as a point of reflection as the urban 

continues to invade and envelope the rural. Informal settlements and refugee camps bring a new 

dimension to what constitutes an unsettled post-urban milieu. Globalisation, consumption, hyper-

consumption, and current modes of habitation have resulted in unprecedented and irreversible 

environmental damage. Climate change will redraft the maps once more: not only the borders 

between countries as climate-induced mass migration escalates but along coastlines and deltas 

where land becomes progressively uninhabitable.  

Such complex issues situated across social, ecological, cultural, economic, spatial, political 

level should not be viewed in isolation. The difficulty lies in the complexity and intertwining of all 

problems associated with the scale of the issues and the speed with which different phenomena 

evolve. In the face of such seemingly insurmountable problems, a reconceptualisation of what 
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constitutes viable and sustainable futures for our communities is critical. In a rapidly changing world, 

with technology advancing faster than we can begin to comprehend its long-term ramifications, 

projections based upon current trajectories have only limited value. Reframing our ways of 

inhabiting the planet as a matter of urgency is therefore crucial. This involves engaging with 

scientific fact and engaging with issues of values, ethics, and care for future generations, with the 

habitability of our world at stake. This, in turn, raises the question of alternate ways in which to 

envision long-term sustainable futures.  Sustainability, according to Tony Fry, reaches beyond the 

realm of maintenance and encompasses the re-visioning of alternative modes of human habitation.20 

Risk is coming towards us at the global, regional, and local level and needs to be recognised 

within the context of time. At one level, risk is fluid and interconnected, traversing borders and 

economies of all scales. At another, any attempts to universalise risk are futile, as risks are 

necessarily dependent upon place and perception; risk means something specific to one community 

and something entirely different to another. The United Nations Office Disaster Risk Reduction 

(UNDRR) defines risk as the “potential loss of life, injury, or destroyed or damaged assets which 

could occur to a system, society or a community in a specific period of time, determined 

probabilistically as a function of hazard, exposure, vulnerability and capacity”.21 Identification of risk 

from within each community is imperative in considering what needs to be made resilient. The 

multitude of risks faced by our human settlements increasingly places not only humanity but all of 

the planet’s ecosystems at unprecedented risk. This brings with it a growing international focus on 

resilience as a core agenda. Risk should be specifically examined in the context of each location and 

not as a projection of research on global cities onto smaller communities. Conversely, communities 

should not be viewed in isolation in an increasingly globalised world. Nevertheless, risk mitigation 

remains a problematic and distant concept.  

In World Risk Society, Ulrich Beck argues that risk is “the modern approach to foresee and 

control the future consequences of human action, the various unintended consequences of 

radicalised modernisation. It is an (institutionalised) attempt, a cognitive map, to colonise the 

future.”22 Where once decisions were somewhat calculable, connecting ends with causes and 

effects, this has changed in a “world risk society” where we now live in an age of unintended 

consequences.23 Unpacking his theory of “reflexive modernization,” Beck makes the distinction 

between reflection (as knowledge) and reflexivity (as unintended consequences) of modernisation. 
24 Risk is an uncertain knowledge, with the optimism of industries and developers pitted against the 

pessimism of the environmentalists, yet Beck asks, “if neither is based upon knowledge…which 

should be followed?”25  
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Beck further argues that the difficulties that have arisen through anthropogenically induced 

risk must now be faced at the level of global politics. However, the perspective of risk sits largely 

within the realm of Westernised countries, with little understanding of challenges faced by poorer 

developing nations. Marginalised regions, while confronted with the side effects of globalisation, are 

still awaiting the arrival of modernisation.26 Further, perceptions of risk are cultural perceptions, 

where risk is perceived according to levels of acceptance in a particular community.27 Risks then are 

both real and constituted by social perceptions. Beck contends it is the commonality of risk that 

holds power to change the face of global politics and form a new solidarity. Following up with World 

at Risk, Beck expands his perceptions of risk from environmental catastrophe to accommodate 

terrorism, financial crisis, climate change and the production of risk for political gain.28 Beck argues 

that “all attempts at rational control give rise to new ‘irrational’, incalculable, unpredictable 

consequences. This is shown by the history of side effects, for example, of climate change and the 

globalisation of financial risks.”29  

In Searching for Safety, political scientist Aaron Wildavsky also argues that it is impossible to 

calculate and prevent all risk and attempting to do so can prove detrimental in the long term, 

consuming valuable resources that are better spent on resilience.30 Instead, Wildavsky claims that 

we must accept that future hazards will occur. A certain level of small scale, manageable trial and 

error is necessary to cope with risk, rendering unforeseen errors visible and allowing error to be 

dealt with and learnt from in the future.31 This fits well with Beck’s claims that a level of controllable 

uncertainty — allowing for the unexpected — can pave the way for creativity in the way in which we 

understand risk. Risk is always contested — something that will happen in the future rather than 

being situated in the present. Attempts to mitigate risk therefore are often based upon what has 

occurred in the past. Conflicting agendas, financial constraints, uncertainty regarding future risk, and 

a lack of recognition of the slow disaster all come in to play here. Whilst risk can be theorised at the 

level of the global, action needs to begin at the level of the local for meaningful change to occur. For 

a community to be resilient, it needs to understand risk from knowledge of the past, recognise 

present and future risk, and learn ways in which to manage risk moving forward.
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2.2 THE GLOBAL CONTEXT   

 

2.2.1 CONDITIONS OF VULNERABILITY 

Our conception of a separation of worlds into nature and culture, which is 
intimately bound to modernist thought, fails to recognize that we are building, 

acting and living in a constructed artificial world of civilization whose 
characteristics are beyond these distinctions, which dominate our thinking. The loss 

of boundaries between these realms is not only brought about by the 
industrialization of nature and culture but also by the hazards that endanger 

humans, animals and plants alike. Whether we think of the ozone hole, pollution or 
food scares, nature is inescapably contaminated by human activity.32 

— Ulrich Beck 
 

This study unfolds in times of unsettlement. The global population currently stands at 7.7 billion, a 

figure forecast to reach 9.7 billion by 2050 and approximately 11 billion by 2100.33 Increasingly, 

population growth is concentrated in heavily concentrated urban zones, with more than half of the 

world’s population residing in cities today.34 In 1995 there were twenty-two large cities with a 

population of between 5 to 10 million people and fourteen megacities with a population over 10 

million people. These figures have now doubled, with forty-four large cities and twenty-nine 

megacities globally, most of which are located in developing countries in Asia, Latin America, and 

Africa.35  

As heavily urbanised areas continue to grow exponentially, so too do levels of risk. Increased 

air pollution is a critical health issue, with cities responsible for more than 70% of global carbon 

dioxide emissions.36 Overcrowding, coupled with increased numbers of informal housing and 

inadequate infrastructure and services, brings the increased risk of vector and waterborne diseases. 

As populations continue to expand, so do levels of risk from disaster — both natural and human-

made varieties. Fast disasters such as floods, cyclones and bush fires are immediate and situated and 

can be recognised and responded to rapidly. Slow disasters such as the effects of climate change and 

global pandemics pose a level of complexity so large and so expensive to tackle that they appear 

beyond our willingness to comprehend or our ability to act upon.  

The COVID-19 global pandemic has infected more than eighty-five million people and taken 

the lives of over 1.8 million people globally at the time of writing.37 Global, State, regional and local 

borders have closed. Cities have ground to a halt, and entire sectors of the global economy, 

including tourism and hospitality, have shut down. Other sectors, including government, education, 

and service industries, have raced to restructure their services online. This is unchartered territory, 

with global supply chains, health services, and economies being reinvented in a scramble due to a 

lack of preparedness. The social cost of the pandemic will take years to be fully realised, not only in 
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terms of loss of life but in the loss of livelihoods, economic stability, and the effects of isolation on 

mental and physical health.  

With the number of globally displaced persons, major disaster events, and climate-related 

events on the rise as reviewed in “Chapter 1 Introduction,” the UNDP’s goals aim to significantly 

reduce the number of deaths and people affected by disasters while substantially decreasing global 

economic loss. Further, the UNDP aims to “substantially increase the number of cities and human 

settlements adopting and implementing integrated policies and plans towards inclusion, resource 

efficiency, mitigation and adaptation to climate change, resilience to disasters, and develop and 

implement, in line with the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015–2030, holistic 

disaster risk management at all levels.”38 However, the vulnerability of human settlements is 

increased through a history of inappropriate siting, poor planning practice, continued utilisation of 

inappropriate construction and material methods, and short-sightedness, all of which increase the 

impacts of any potential disasters.  

It is frequently observed that there is no such thing as a natural disaster. In developing 

countries, many have little choice in locating their homes in vulnerable places, building dwellings in 

areas prone to mudslides, earthquakes, hurricanes, and severe flooding. Often these dwellings are 

inefficiently constructed with a great deal of thermal mass and very little structural integrity, further 

exacerbating the problem. Risk is exacerbated here by overcrowding, lack of infrastructure, services, 

sanitation and safe housing, conditions that can turn a so-called natural disaster.39 Whilst we 

continue to build upon and alter the natural environment with little or no concern for long-term 

environmental degradation and its inherent risk, human-induced disaster will continue to escalate, 

and humanity’s condition of survival will continue to deteriorate. The effects of flooding and storm 

surges are escalated further through human intervention in the construction of dams, levy banks 

and the alteration of natural watercourses. Furthermore, the continuous destruction of natural 

vegetation, exposure of sand dunes, and clearing of mangroves increases vulnerability of 

communities through erosion and environmental degradation. 

In addition, human-made disasters such as oil spills, nuclear catastrophes, terrorism, 

biological hazards, and war, increasingly place not only humanity but all of the planet’s ecosystems 

at unprecedented levels of risk.40 Amongst these conditions of risk, safety and security frequently fall 

outside local authorities’ control, not least with violence, corruption and terrorism crossing local 

boundaries. Some States respond with urban militarisation as evidenced by increased security 

measures for sporting events, military deployment for international summits, and physical 

protection devices in highly populated areas and around high-risk buildings.41 In the past two 

decades, there has also been increased privatisation of security to tackle some of these emerging 
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threats, particularly in developing countries. As renowned disaster consultant Fred Cuny explains, 

“disasters often highlight the social struggles in a society and underscore the inherent inequities 

within a political system.”42 The risk of disaster-induced political collapse in unstable political 

systems is real.43 A disaster can expose weaknesses in social, economic and political systems, 

bringing into focus problems at the most fundamental level.44 

The global map is in a continuous state of flux, with borders drawn and redrawn on both a 

physical and a conceptual level. Increasing illegal migration, coupled with the escalating threat of 

global terrorism, has resulted in worldwide suspicion and hostility towards immigration, foreigners 

and added border security.45 These kinds of fears are the signatures of a new surge of protectionism, 

evidenced in the re-emergence of right-winged political parties, the United Kingdom’s withdrawal 

from the European Economic Community (EEC), and the planned construction of a wall between the 

United States and Mexico. Ongoing territorial disputes in the South China Sea are becoming 

increasingly tense, placing critical trade routes at risk and escalating tensions throughout the Indo-

Pacific Region. Continuing conflicts throughout the Middle East and the escalation of militant 

religious fundamentalism build another layer of global uncertainty, as does the increasing nuclear 

capacity of multiple states.  

The level of global geopolitical risk faced demonstrates the current context of complexity 

faced by global communities. The traditional approach to tackling such issues involves separating 

each of these issues individually into recognisable problems that may be solved by individual 

governments and experts at various levels, thereby making the task somewhat manageable. 

However, to begin to understand the multiplicity of issues faced by communities in an increasingly 

globalised world, it is necessary to look beyond current approaches to problem-solving, which 

through the compartmentalisation of issues largely fails to recognise their relationality and 

complexity at any meaningful level. The question then arises — how can we begin to address issues 

of resilience at the level of community in times of global unsettlement and uncertainty? 
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2.2.2 THE UBIQUITOUS URBAN 

Let us now examine the urban fabric. This metaphor is not clear. More than a fabric 
thrown over a territory, these words designate a kind of biological proliferation of a 

net of uneven mesh, allowing more or less extended sectors to escape: hamlets or 
villages, entire regions …The urban fabric can be described by using the concept of 

‘ecosystem’, a coherent unity constituted around one or several cites, old and 
recent. Such a description may lose what is essential. Indeed, the significance of the 

urban fabric is not limited to its morphology. It is the support of a more or less 
intense, more or less degraded, ‘way of life’: ‘urban society’.46  

—  Henri Lefebvre 
 

Urbanisation has become the dominant mode of settlement of our time. This study reframes 

urbanisation and broadens the definition of urbanism beyond the city, focusing upon the broader 

relationship of humans, built environments and natural environments. Current forms of urbanisation 

— at all scales — are in conflict with the environment. In defining the urban, this research 

purposefully avoids an exclusive focus on cities — the current focus of so much of the research in 

the arena of resilience studies and resilience strengthening initiatives — which, whilst critical, largely 

ignores broader issues of the peri-urban, the regional and the rural. The examination of the rural/ 

regional case studies in this thesis is a deliberate departure from traditional preconceptions of what 

constitutes the urban fabric. The predominance of the urban threatens all socioecological systems, 

and therefore, threatens resilience of all human settlements.  

There is a vast body of research from urban theorists addressing these problems, however, 

we also need to look at the relation the urban system develops to the territory it is continuously 

colonising. The urban invades the landscape, the rural, the village and the regional. The urban here is 

not conceived as a town or city of specific size or form, but as a phenomenon that encompasses all, 

forming and structuring spaces. The urban is complex and difficult to define and delimit. Urban 

zones can be the commercial centre for primary industries (agriculture, mining, forestry), or can be 

heavily industrialised with secondary industries (power generation, manufacturing, technology), or 

can be reliant upon service sectors (tourism, hospitality, education). An urban zone may also be 

defined in the context of its population density or as a centre for administration and governance.  

Larger and wealthier cities utilise vast amounts of energy and imported resources, and 

export waste, with a flow-on causal effect of environmental degradation in distant regions. Even the 

smallest, remotest village does not remain untouched, as the urban fabric stretches globally, 

searching for resources necessary to feed, clothe, transport, accommodate and provide labour for it 

to function. French urban philosopher Henri Lefebvre describes the urban fabric as the 

encompassing of the rural by urban life. The urban is not limited to megacities, capital cities or large 

regional centres, but refers to an urban mode of existence that has invaded agrarian life, villages, 

towns and cities of all shapes and sizes. For Lefebvre, the concept of the city is a mismatch of 
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nostalgic image and representation that has been left over from ancient, pre-industrial cities and 

pre-capitalist cities.47 

Deleuze and Guattari understand space as dynamic, passing through the processes of 

deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation under a state of constant negotiation. Smooth space 

(nomadic space) and striated space (sedentary space) exist only in combination where “smooth 

space is constantly being translated, transversed into a striated space; striated space is constantly 

being reversed, returned to a smooth space.”48 Urbanisation is a continuous process of spatial and 

cultural fragmentation — growth, decline, development, underdevelopment, creation, and 

destruction. Some cities reach critical mass, with failing infrastructure, services and job markets 

failing to provide basic living standards and driving people to escape traffic, pollution, and escalating 

housing prices by moving to regional centres. Conversely, many regional and rural areas are 

declining as populations move to the cities in search of employment, education, and basic standards 

of living. Rural communities are weakened as old industry, local businesses, and employment 

opportunities in rural areas decrease, forcing shifts to larger regional centres and cities in search of 

work and education. Those moving to cities are faced with finding employment opportunities and 

re-skilling in an ever-competitive job market, and increased costs of housing, transportation and 

living, which are often considerably higher than in rural areas.  

As populations shift and reconfigure, communities become increasingly transient and 

disconnected. Disparities — both socioeconomic and temporal — between the rural/regional and 

the city are growing. Places are divided by time, with rural/regional communities often lagging 

behind in services, infrastructure, educational opportunities, and employment opportunities. A 

globalised economy brings with it increasingly complex challenges. As transnational companies grow 

and local businesses diminish, globalisation brings with it newfound mobility, releasing investors 

from any sense of responsibility to local communities. Zygmunt Bauman examines this phenomenon, 

contending that globalisation divides equally as it unites.49 Whilst globalisation opens flows of 

business, finance, trade and information, this newfound freedom for some translates to localisation 

for others, as mobility becomes a coveted and unequally distributed commodity.50 The mobility of 

those who invest capital, according to Bauman, has resulted in a disconnection from obligation not 

only to employees, but future generations, and from contributing to the perpetuation of community 

as a whole.51 Such disconnection of community can only serve to diminish resilience and adaptive 

capacity. 

The urban fabric is the physical manifestation of our domination of the environment in 

striving to create a sense of permanence or ‘home’ in which we belong, connect, and survive. 

Heidegger describes dwelling in the larger sense as “the manner in which mortals are on the earth” 
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or our “basic character of Being”.52 To Martin Heidegger, dwelling is not limited to mere occupation 

of space, but rather our very existence and mode of occupancy of the planet. It is possible to inhabit 

a space, to take shelter, yet this does not guarantee we dwell within them.53 Values attached to 

‘home’ are drawn from an emotional connection to space and place. According to Tony Fry, the 

establishment of early human settlements and the subsequent act of homemaking shifted 

humanity’s relationship away from “being-at-home-in-the-world” to becoming “dwellers in a place 

to which the claim of belonging was made.”54 A sense of belonging to a claimed place thereby 

replaced our connection to the world (or planet) as home. In our shift from a nomadic, to an 

agrarian, to an urban mode of existence, we have distanced ourselves from the planet upon which 

we are reliant to survive, and in doing so, we have largely ignored our responsibility for the 

unfolding environmental crisis in which we have placed ourselves. As the urban fabric expands 

exponentially, so too does the vulnerability of human settlements, whether metropolitan, suburban, 

regional, or rural, placing global communities at ever-increasing levels of risk.  

 

2.2.3 SOCIOSPATIAL FRAGMENTATION  

 The city is not so much a mass of structures as a complex of inter-related and 
constantly interacting functions – not alone a concentration of power, but 

polarization of culture. 55  
— Lewis Mumford 

 

Whilst human settlements adopt any number of physical forms, at their core is a complex and 

dynamic social ecology. The social, however, has long suffered under pervasive capitalism and 

commodification of space. Socioeconomic inequality is an ever-escalating issue, with the gap 

between rich and poor in most countries at its highest levels in thirty years.56 Socioeconomic 

inequality stigmatises and excludes significant portions of the population. One physical 

manifestation of growing inequality in the last two decades is evidenced in the expansion of 

gated communities, in part a response to growing crime and security concern. The ramifications 

of this are far-reaching, with the increasing privatisation of urban space and the segregation, 

both physically and psychologically, of communities.57  

Urban planning has ostensibly attempted to bring some measure of control to growing 

settlements, ensuring appropriate provision of services and amenities, housing, infrastructure, 

and public space. However, the built environment cannot be reduced to a simple collection of 

buildings, linking infrastructure, gathering spaces and the occasional green zone on a master 

plan. Bird’s eye mapping to develop master plans reduces human settlements to a flat two-

dimensional plane: a single-layered representational image of today’s urban reality. Instead, 
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the urban, no matter the scale, should first and foremost be constituted as a thriving three-

dimensional community.  

Western thinkers of the urban have explored in-depth the role played by capitalism in 

the sociospatial fragmentation of human settlements. In the 1920s to 1930s, the field of urban 

sociology was explored by researchers including Nels Anderson, Edward Franklin Frazier, Robert 

E. Park, George Herbert Mead, Louis Wirth, and Ernest Burgess, collectively referred to as the 

Chicago School. The group endeavoured to understand the effects of the Industrial Revolution 

upon urbanism and its resulting escalation of social issues. In the late 1920s, Burgess developed 

his concentric model of zones of ecological urban growth, where the expansion of the city is 

seen as a process where people are sifted through the competition for space.58 Burgess argued 

that within the expansion of these zones, a process of distribution occurs, which shifts and 

relocates individuals and groups naturally, according to their residence and occupation thereby 

giving, “form and character to the city.”59 According to Burgess, this segregation offers each 

group “a place and a role in the total organisation of city life, attracting and developing 

particular traits and kinds of individuals, and thereby creating further differentiation.”60 

In the 1940sto 1960s, Lewis Mumford adopted a decidedly critical approach to urban 

sociology, focusing on the advent of urban sprawl and the detrimental effect that cities 

structures and planning have on broader socioeconomic problems in The Culture of Cities,61 and 

The City in History: Its Origins, Its Transformations, and Its Prospects.62 Mumford argued that by 

the seventeenth century, capitalism had changed the balance of power of the Western city, 

which served to undermine local autonomy and self-sufficiency whereby “capitalism tended to 

dismantle the whole structure of urban life and place it upon a new impersonal basis: money 

and profit.”63 On the outskirts of cities, land that had previously been under a system of long-

term reciprocal feudal tenure was divided into building lots. By the early nineteenth century, 

indefinite expansion became possible within a system of laissez-faire, free from government 

regulation.64 As rents escalated, simultaneously, properties fell into disrepair with any long-

term obligations to tenants removed and overcrowding became rife with the development of 

slum housing. Furthermore, topography was largely ignored, as the city plan lost all sense of 

place and liveability, becoming no more than an abstract parcelling of land for financial gain. As 

Mumford argues, “commercial speculation, social disintegration, and physical disorganization 

went hand in hand. At the very moment that cities were multiplying in numbers and increasing 

in size all through Western civilization, the nature and the purpose of the city had been 

completely forgotten...”65 
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In the 1960s to 1980s critical approaches to exploring urban fragmentation, drawing from 

the theories of Marx and Engels, examined the capitalist city and the accumulation and circulation of 

profit as a creator of social division.66 Scholars such as Henri Lefebvre, Manuel Castells and David 

Harvey, despite theoretical, methodological, and political differences, all endeavoured to 

understand the ways in which urban communities, under capitalism, operate under the process of 

commodification. They argue that cities are not only centres of commodification, but are themselves 

commodified and continuously reorganised to enhance profit-making. 67 In works including Le Droite 

a la Ville, The Production of Space,68 and Writings on Cities,69 Lefebvre explains that while the 

production of urban space is not new, the global, total production of space invented by capitalism 

through the buying and selling of space has become “the (unforeseen) path of the socialisation of 

productive forces, of the production of space itself.”70 The urban resident has, as a result, been 

reduced to functioning not only as an inhabitant (where habitat is reduced to mere function) but to 

being a buyer of abstract space as the realisation of surplus-value. 71 To Lefebvre, the city in this 

context has largely been left un-thought, and the urban core has — through the process of 

industrialisation — become no more than a centre for consumption, reducing essential urban 

qualities into forms of exchange, thereby suppressing the city’s oeuvre (its work, continuously being 

remade).72  

Lefebvre’s argues the “right to the city” are rights pertaining to social discrimination, age 

discrimination, working conditions, culture, housing, segregation, and the renewed right to 

participate in a “political life.”73 Within a deteriorating urban scenario, the segregation of class, 

culture, race, and economy expand, whilst policy-making processes are placed in the hands of those 

least capable of making a difference. In particular, modernist architectural thinking comes under 

intense criticism by Lefebvre, as working from an externalised perspective with little reference to 

lived experience (habiting — not simply inhabiting).74 Furthermore, attempts by architectural, 

planning, scientific and sociological thought to think the urban have been fragmented, leading to a 

lack of exploration of social divisions within urban regions that result in the exclusion of 

disadvantaged groups and individuals to participate in and experience urban life. Inhabitants 

themselves play little or no role in the decisions of the developer, the planner, the urbanist, the 

architect, or the politician.75  

The Urban Revolution (originally published as La revolution Urbaine) extends upon this 

thinking, whereby the “urban revolution” incorporates the total shift of the urban from an agrarian, 

to mercantile, to industrial, to post-industrial, to the global.76 Economic growth and industrialisation 

have become self-legitimising and have extended across regions, territories, nations and continents 

as the urban fabric extends its borders and corrodes whatever is left of agrarian life.77 Lefebvre 
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divides the urban into three levels: the global —where power is traditionally exercised; the mixed —

comprised of streets, squares and public buildings; and the private — homes, apartments and 

shantytowns as a place of habiting (drawn from the concepts of Bourdieu and Heidegger). Within 

these levels is a mix of what Lefebvre describes as Isotopies — places of identity such as plazas and 

streets accommodating commerce, entertainment, and social gathering — the “everywhere” places. 

Juxtaposed to these are the Heterotopies (developed from Foucault’s Heterotopias) — places of 

ambiguous identity where the urban fabric is gradually pushed outwards, invading the countryside 

— the “other” or “nowhere” places on the outer rims which became suburbanised. Nevertheless, 

Lefebvre somehow remains optimistic of a future of possibility and promise for the urban, 

employing his conceptual “U-topias” as a tool to imagine renewed urban zones as places of 

regenerated gathering, interaction, and community amongst the domination of the urban fabric. 78 

Manuel Castells disagrees with this approach, directing criticism on Lefebvre’s “urban 

revolution” as a form of philosophical utopianism, arguing that such long theoretical detours must 

not deviate from the ultimate aim “to destroy the technocratic and/or utopist myths about ‘the 

urban’.”79 In The Urban Question (originally published as La Question Urbaine), Castells’ approach 

considers capitalism’s role in the uneven urban divide derived from labour market positions and the 

resultant exclusion of the urban working class. Castells argues that cities are a major centre of 

commodification, where urban form, buildings, built environment, infrastructure, networks of 

production and exchange are continuously restructured to maximise exchange value.80 As old 

manufacturing sectors decline, the spaces of exclusion and marginalisation have grown, widening 

the gap between classes. Corporate capital interests have become firmly entrenched in an “almost 

perfect functionality of this urban form, for the accumulation of capital, for the organisation of 

corporate centralised management, the stimulation of commodity consumption, the differential 

reproduction of labour-power and the maintenance of the social order.”81 To Castells, this 

exploitative model of urban expansion can only be transformed by “people’s forces” taking decisive 

steps, which would mean however an almost intolerable setback for corporate interests.82  

Castells’ work displays little of the optimism of urban possibility reflected in Lefebvre’s 

writing, claiming that any increase in alternative urban policy emerging from grass-roots movements 

in the United States has been systematically repressed. Instead, Castells contends that if these urban 

movements “fail to achieve their goals” and “undertake their political tasks,” a fragmented, 

repressed, and exploitative urban model in a rapidly deteriorating socioeconomic setting will emerge 

in “a new and sinister urban form: the Wild City.”83 

In Social Justice and the City, David Harvey also demonstrates strong influences from 

Lefebvre’s thinking applied to an American urban context yet employs little optimism in his 
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projections of urban futures.84 Similarly to Castells, Harvey argues that it is unrealistic to think that 

the contradictions and conflict between urbanism and industrial capitalism can be resolved. Despite 

these underlying differences, however, Harvey’s work displays similarities to Lefebvre’s. This is 

particularly evidenced In The Urban Process under Capitalism; A Framework for Analysis, 85 where 

Harvey is equally critical in his views on the roles of architecture and urbanism in structuring the 

urban. Harvey maintains that the construction of the built environment is intrinsically linked with 

investment and financial reasoning, built upon a continuous cycle of long waves of investment — 

over accumulation, devaluation, loss of exchange value, buying at bargain prices and back to 

investment again.86 The actual use-value then is negated. This cycle of investment creates the 

physical landscape of the built environment, where past developments are slowly devalued, trapping 

capital investment in the inner city and inhibiting new projects.87 Old developments are only 

removed once the devaluation is substantial enough to do so.88  

According to Harvey, it is this continuous process of commodification of the urban that 

works to spatially divide, marginalise, and exclude those less fortunate groups as the urban fabric 

expands. The low-income earners, the jobless, the homeless, and the displaced are pushed outwards 

gradually to the outer suburbs, Lefebvre’s ambiguous “nowhere” places.89 Harvey claims the 

creation of the built environment under capitalism has separated the place of work from the place 

of residence and, in doing so, promoted the division of labour through the concentration of activity 

and wealth within urban centres.90 The result is a disjointed physical urban landscape, a mix of old 

and new serving “as a resource system — a complex of use-values — for the production of value and 

surplus-value.”91 

Post millennium, the work of American urban theorist Neil Brenner further extends upon the 

critique of pervasive urbanisation in a contemporary context as an increasingly global phenomenon, 

no longer relating only to industrialised towns and cities, but as the “stretching of an ‘urban fabric,’ 

composed of diverse types of investment patterns, settlements spaces, land use matrices, and 

infrastructural networks, across the entire world economy.”92 Brenner examines geographies of 

urbanisation as uneven, and not simply confined to cities and metropolitan regions. The urban 

should not be viewed as distinct or bounded, but as a global condition “through which the 

accumulation of capital, the continuous enclosure of ‘common’ spaces and realms, the regulation of 

political-economic life, the reproduction of everyday social relations, and the contestation of the 

earth and humanity’s possible futures are simultaneously organised and fought out.”93 Brenner also 

recognises that the urban question cannot be answered within the confines of a singular discipline, a 

supposed authority, yet should instead incorporate questions of family, psychology, education, 
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culture in a sustained engagement with urbanisation and its social, political and economic 

consequences.94  

Despite varying philosophical and political positioning, the picture presented here is of a 

disconnected, fragmented, commodified and socially segregated human environment, laying the 

groundwork for the fracturing of community as the sociospatial divide continues to widen. As human 

settlements of all scales are increasingly commodified, physical, and psychological fragmentation 

and segregation escalate. For those most vulnerable — the disenfranchised members of community 

at the fringes — levels of risk are heightened in conditions of socioeconomic and spatial isolation. To 

work on issues of resilience within communities of all scales, such conditions of sociospatial inequity 

need to be considered at a structural level.  

 

2.2.4 AN UNEVEN DEVELOPMENT 

Your location in the colonial matrix of power shapes the way you look at the world. 95 
— Walter Mignolo 

 

Whilst Lefebvre’s suggestion of people choosing to live in cities to participate in a “political life” may 

hold truth in the West, the complexity and reality of the shift to urban dwelling and the stretch of 

the urban fabric reach far beyond this globally. Whilst much of the literature and thinking behind the 

fragmentation of human settlements examined here is based upon a Western utopianism, this 

entrenched Eurocentric view fails to acknowledge the billions of people in Asia, Africa, and Latin 

America, living in and moving to cities simply for survival. Mega-regions have expanded rapidly, 

leading to over-urbanisation, the growth of informal communities and the further segregation of 

rich and poor. Mike Davis further argues the price of the exploding megacity is increasing inequality 

both within and between cities of varying sizes and economic specialisations.96 Planet of Slums 

paints a picture of fractured class structures across a global spectrum. With an influx of poor farmers 

and rural workers moving to the world’s cities looking for work or escaping drought, inflation, low 

wages and falling commodity prices, job shortages and poverty in the cities expands.97 

The global effects of Western capitalism, past and present, should not be underestimated. 

Columbian Post Development theorist Arturo Escobar examines development in the Third World as a 

colonial mechanism of power, contending that development following WWII has led to the 

simplification of social life as a “technical problem” to be solved by professionals with so-called 

specialised knowledge, seeking to “make societies fit a pre-existing model that embodied the 

structures and functions of modernity.”98 Escobar contends that as development became so 

important to rulers of First and Third World countries, that they were willing to overlook the “price 

of massive impoverishment, of selling Third World resources to the most convenient bidder, of 
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degrading physical and human ecologies, of killing and torturing, of condemning their indigenous 

populations to near extinction.” 99 As a result, Third World citizens began to consider themselves as 

inferior and underdeveloped, doubting their own cultures in the face of progress. Escobar does not 

attempt to put forward alternative solutions as he argues that there is no single solution for all 

locations and situations, which should not be formulated at an abstract level.100 Instead, he contends 

that alternative research and approaches at the grassroots, concrete local level are critical in 

understanding the nature of alternatives.101  

Theorist Walter Mignolo expresses similar sentiments of the critical importance of 

meaningful input from those most affected:  

 

…given the need to unmake and unlearn development, and if one recognizes that the crucial 
insights for the pursuit of alternatives will be found not in academic circles-critical or 
conventional-or in the offices of institutions such as the World Bank but in a new reading of 
popular practices and of the reappropriation by popular actors of the spaces of hegemonic 
sociocultural production, then one must at least concede that the task of conceptualizing 
alternatives must include a significant contact with those whose ‘alternatives’ research is 
supposed to illuminate.102 
 

Mignolo further brings to light the paradox of the UN, in their production of endless reports and 

seeking of funds from the selected group of Western Industrialised countries whose very policies 

produce and maintain the global system that keeps poverty in these developing nations in place. 103 

Of course, the colonisation of territory and culture is not only a Third World phenomenon. 

Ackbar Abbas highlights this crisis of colonialism on identity and culture in his examination of an 

ever-transitioning Hong Kong from a British Colony to one of China’s Special Administrative Regions 

in 1997.104 Abbas contends we are witnessing not the disappearance of culture, but instead a 

“culture of disappearance” that is explained as a “question of misrecognition, of recognising a thing 

as something else.” 105 Abbas contends that one of the effects of colonialism was that until the late 

seventies, “Hong Kong did not realise it could have a culture. Hong Kong is a city of transients, with 

an import mentality that extends to its imported culture — from China and from the West.” 106 

However, the city is not, according to Abbas, a space of transit, but is rather a port, located at the 

intersection of multiple spaces, times and speeds.107 The uneven cultural development of the city is 

to Abbas, an example of a “postculture,” whereby the recognised models of culture no longer work, 

and “culture itself is experienced as a field of instabilities.”108 The ongoing demonstrations in Hong 

Kong, as younger generations rally against China’s increasing influence over the region and push for 

democracy, demonstrate just how fragile the sociopolitical system has become. Community and 

culture fragmented in this way can in no way be adequately prepared to face increasing levels of risk 

in uncertain global futures. The urban as a place of sociospatial, cultural, and community 
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fragmentation should be recognised as contributing to conditions of vulnerability of billions of 

people around the planet.  

 

2.2.5 THE POST-URBAN 

Historically, the city has always been a hope for the displaced. And today, as 
it was in the past, our cities are worth nothing and will be condemned to 

destruction if they cannot open themselves to strangers…Tens of millions of 
these strangers now traverse and transgress frontiers and borders that are 

simultaneously internal and external, geopolitical and psycho-social, ethical 
and spiritual, private and public. Identities and communities are 

disintegrating, multiplying, crossing, shifting, and reconfiguring.109  
— Krzysztof Wodiczko 

 

In a post-urban world, human settlements take on multiple forms, from the exponential growth of 

megacities to the decline of old industrial regions and rural settlements. At one end of the scale, we 

see the rise of informal settlements globally, and at the other, the design of the technological city, 

cities of surveillance, and the increase in gated and secured communities.  

Informal settlements continue to grow, with traditional housing sectors incapable or 

unwilling to meet the challenges of socioeconomic insecurity and increasing levels of global 

displacement. In Beijing, it is estimated that approximately 200,000 unregistered rural migrants 

arrive yearly, crowding into slums at the southern end of the city, whilst in Delhi, it is estimated that 

400,000 of the 500,000 people who migrate there each year move into informal settlements.110 

Africa’s informal settlements are estimated to be growing at twice the rate of the continent’s formal 

construction sector.111 Since 1990, the number of people living in slums in the developing world has 

increased from under 700 million to over 880 million.112 These figures do not take into account the 

countless numbers of unregistered homeless and people living in inadequate and unsafe housing 

around the planet, a manifestation of poorly planned and managed urban and housing sectors.113  

Those living in informal housing face increased risk from natural hazards and the impacts of 

climate change, living on the most vulnerable land considered unliveable by others. Slums are often 

built using unsafe construction techniques on toxic dumps, landslide-prone land, flood zones, or 

along rivers acting as sewerage drains such as the Pasig in Manilla. With no sanitation or fresh water, 

the health risks are of major concern, as is the outbreak of fire. With the close proximity of dwellings 

made of hazardous materials and the lack of water to put them out, fires often spread out of control 

rapidly in slum areas.114 However, despite the risks, there are many lessons to be found in the 

dynamic innovations of informal communities, which successfully provide housing for millions of 

people around the globe. Small, informal companies in conjunction with self-help construction, 

manage to build approximately half of the housing stock in developing countries each year.115  



 33 

As Colin Davidson contends, whilst the formal sector may be swamped by bureaucracy and 

crippled by strict regulation, “the informal sector bypasses this source of bottlenecks; instead, each 

family has to rely only on a combination of its resources and its inherent resilience. The sheer 

numbers of people ‘compensate for’ the apparent lack of recognisable forms of organisation.” 116 On 

the surface, informal communities may appear spontaneous and disorganised, yet this is a system 

that continues to survive with few financial resources and adapts to hostile economic, legal and 

political environments.117 Around the globe, the informal sector should not be ignored as a place to 

learn lessons. Many informal communities demonstrate inherent adaptive capacity, coping capacity 

and self-reliance. Rather than an automatic dismissal of what is deemed inappropriate in Western 

society, acknowledging that this system has continued to grow without external intervention, and 

identifying potential benefits and negative ramifications of informal living is essential to address 

issues of resilience in the face of global unsettlement.  

The United Nations (UN) highlights the critical need to make human settlements “inclusive, 

safe, resilient and sustainable,” amongst its Sustainable Development Goals. This encompasses 

ensuring access to safe and affordable housing, upgrading informal housing, supporting sustainable 

building practise, upgrading infrastructure, reducing environmental impact, providing green spaces, 

and inclusive and participatory planning.118 Whilst admirable, these goals become increasingly 

difficult to negotiate in the face of increasingly unplanned and transient settlements. The question 

arises as to who becomes responsible for funding, organisation, maintenance, and management of 

such schemes where traditional planning mechanisms and modes of local governance no longer 

exist.  

At the other end of the scale, Western settlements are becoming increasingly technological, 

secured, and surveilled, further bringing into question the role and ethics of planners, urbanists, and 

governments in their design. As Paul Virilio explains, architecture must now work the opening of a 

new “technological space-time” where the “man/machine interface replaces the facades of buildings 

as the surfaces of property allotments.”119 Humans have developed increasingly sophisticated 

physical and technological approaches to protect ourselves from our surrounding environments. 

Today’s secure gated residential communities are the emerging city-states of tomorrow. However, in 

hiding within these physical walls and structures, we have paradoxically opened ourselves to the 

wider world through the technology that we embrace and have become dependent.  

As Villem Flusser argues, today’s technology has invaded all that we consider safe and 

“home-as-one’s-castle has become a ruin with the wind of communication blowing through the 

cracks in the walls.”120 In today’s digital world, the advancement of the Internet paves the way for 

escalated risk through cyber insecurity, with over-reliance on these technologies making 
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populations, businesses and nations highly vulnerable to cyber-attacks.121 This is coupled with the 

unprecedented expansion of mass urban surveillance globally. Digital camera surveillance, license 

plate recognition and facial recognition software increasing, bringing with them questions of privacy 

for global citizens. The pervasive intervention of technology is often unseen, with human 

environments more and more resembling a “laboratory of power.”122 Michel Foucault used this term 

to describe English social theorist Jeremy Bentham’s late eighteenth-century Panopticon design, 

however, the concept is not limited to the design of institutional buildings.123 Instead, it serves as a 

representation of systematic control, with surveillance now omnipresent in our built environments.  

The city of Toronto’s current experimental planning to redevelop one of its neighbourhoods 

in conjunction with Google’s sister company Sidewalk Labs is a sign of things to come. The proposed 

new model for a tech-driven smart city, driverless cars, and sensors to collect data that inform 

energy usage, curb pollution, and monitor noise no doubt has multiple potential benefits. The 

project is intended as a reimaging of the city as a digital platform — a prototype to be potentially 

replicated across the globe to address some of the big issues faced by cities. However, serious 

concerns have been raised as to data privacy and third party sharing of identifiable personal 

information, leading to the project’s expert privacy consultancy to resign in protest.124  

Toyota has also announced it is building a prototype smart city testing autonomous vehicles, 

robot-assisted living, and emerging technologies on a 175-acre site outside Tokyo, described as a 

“living laboratory.” The project will initially house 2,000 residents including workers, businesses 

operators, families, and researchers, with Toyota’s CEO Akio Toyoda contending, “we want to turn 

artificial intelligence into intelligence amplified.”125 The rise of the ‘smart’ city blurs the lines of 

public and private space whilst raising ever more complex questions of privacy, security, information 

sharing, ownership, corporate responsibility, governance, and control.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has further added to the growing uncertainty over privacy, with the 

global use of drones, phone tracking, and Google technology to track the locations of those 

travelling outside of their home in various stages of lockdown. This growing sense of unsettlement 

around the globe is not defined by population size, locality, culture, wealth or poverty, development, 

or underdevelopment. As we face increasing levels of risk from increasingly complex arenas, 

uncertainty, and trust — in our economic, governance and social systems — diminishes. As Virilio 

contends, with continuous, televisual image loops of disasters, both natural and human-made 

imposing terror upon us, it is little wonder that people are increasingly hiding in private, gated 

communities worldwide with privatised security forces.126 In times of chaos, nurturing resilient and 

adaptable communities becomes critical. History has shown that these complex issues should not be 

dealt with by urban planners, architects, sociologists, and politicians in isolation. What is needed is a 
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comprehensive rethinking of human settlements to reduce vulnerabilities, embrace adaptation, and 

scaffold resilience, all of which can only be achieved through community engagement, leadership, 

and most importantly, ownership of what needs to be done. 

 

2.2.6 CLIMATE AND CULTURE IN CRISIS  

 Climate change is the defining issue of our time 
– and we are at a defining moment.127  

— António Guterres  
 

The relationship between atmosphere, environment and our current modes of habitation is 

increasingly fragile and inherently unsustainable— its current trajectory with globalisation and 

hyper-consumption placing unprecedented strain upon the planet. The scientific community agrees 

that global warming caused by human activity will further increase the vulnerability of billions of 

people around the planet. Whilst some disasters are immediate, situated and therefore easily 

recognisable, the same cannot be said for the slow disaster of climate change. Climate change pre-

dates human existence, however, there has been a rapid, unchecked acceleration of warming in 

recent years reflecting our unsustainable relationship with the planet. Whilst the inability of political 

policy to deal with the effects of accelerated global warming continues, the risk of climate-induced 

displacement by disaster grows. 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) maintains that “warming of the 

climate system is unequivocal,” with each of the last three decades successively warmer than any 

proceeding since 1850.128 2016 was the hottest year globally since records began, followed by 2019 

as the second hottest year recorded.129 At current rates of warming, global mean surface 

temperature rises are predicted to exceed 1.5°C relative to 1850–1900 by 2030–2052.130 Humans 

have been a significant contributor, with the IPCC contending, it is “extremely likely that human 

influence has been the dominant cause of the observed warming since the mid-twentieth 

century.”131 The repercussions of this continued warming are of enormous concern to the future of 

humanity and our global settlements.  

The IPCC states with virtually certain that there will be increased frequency and magnitude 

of warm daily temperature extremes throughout the twenty-first century globally, and it is very 

likely that the length, frequency, and intensity of heatwaves will increase.132 Further, the frequency 

of heavy rainfall events will likely increase over much of the globe, and while the frequency of 

tropical cyclones will likely decrease, their intensity and capacity to cause damage will increase.133 

The atmosphere has not fared any better, with atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide, 

methane, and nitrous oxide increasing to unprecedented levels. Carbon dioxide concentrations 

alone have increased by 40% since pre-industrial times, primarily from fossil fuel emissions and net 
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land-use change emission, with global oceans absorbing around 30% of the emitted carbon dioxide, 

resulting in increased ocean acidification.134 The continued emission of greenhouse gases will cause 

further warming and changes in all components of the climate system, with most aspects of climate 

change persisting for many centuries, even if emissions of carbon dioxide are immediately 

stopped.135  

Over the last two decades, the Greenland and Antarctic ice sheets have been losing mass, 

global glaciers have continued to shrink, and Arctic sea ice and Northern Hemisphere spring snow 

cover have continued to decrease.136 Global sea levels have risen by .19m from 1901 to 2010, a 

trend that will continue during the twenty-first century and contribute to coastal erosion, storm 

surges, and inundation, exacerbating levels of risk for low-lying coastal communities. 137 The IPCC 

warns that any responses to impending sea-level rises will prove highly complex, with options for 

mitigation, ecosystem-based adaptation, or planned retreat requiring carefully balanced 

considerations of costs versus benefits over time.138  

As a response to this crisis, 195 nations at the Paris 2015 United Nations Climate Change 

Conference in December 2015 made a historic binding agreement to keep global temperature rise to 

below 2°C and drive efforts to limit temperature further to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels. 

Additionally, the agreement aims to strengthen the ability to deal with future impacts of climate 

change by providing appropriate financial flows, making increased action by developing countries 

and those most vulnerable possible.139 However, the agreement may have come too late to prevent 

the future ramifications of global warming. Despite the scientific evidence, the issue remains 

contentious, with climate sceptics across political, business and community sectors continue to deny 

the ramifications.  

If current projections of sea-level rise come to fruition, the costs of moving millions of 

people would be astronomical.140 In 2017 over 15,300 scientists from 180 countries put their names 

to BioScience Journal Article calling for population growth to be limited and for countries to stop 

focusing upon economic growth amongst dire predictions of escalating climate change. In 2019, 

11,000 scientists from 153 countries signed a further petition declaring a climate emergency, 

warning of a catastrophic threat to humanity with the climate crisis accelerating faster than most 

scientists had expected.141  

We must learn to adapt accordingly to the uncertainties of climate change to survive the 

unprecedented levels of risk our human settlements face. The reality is that many settlements will 

no longer be viable places for human survival moving forward, with sea level rises, severe storms, 

flooding, lack of water and resources, drought, and extreme heat-islanding just a few of the 

challenges faced. The World Bank Group (WBG) projects that without further action to reduce 
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extreme poverty, provide access to essential services, and strengthen resilience, climate impacts 

could push an additional 100 million people into poverty by 2030.142 The Special Rapporteur on 

extreme poverty and human rights for the Human Rights Council also predicts that the 

consequences of climate change for people living in poverty will be devastating, contending: 

 

Climate change threatens the future of human rights and risks undoing the last fifty years of 
progress in development, global health, and poverty reduction… Although climate change 
has been on the human rights agenda for well over a decade, it remains a marginal concern 
for most actors. Yet it represents an emergency without precedent and requires bold and 
creative thinking from the human rights community, and a radically more robust, detailed, 
and coordinated approach.143 

 

Adaption to climate change, however, is increasingly problematic. The complexity and 

interconnectedness of the relationships between climate, culture, agriculture, community, politics, 

economics, and conflict are examined by anthropologist and archaeologist Brian Fagan in The Long 

Summer. Humanity has an inherent capacity for adaption, and as a result, we have survived multiple 

challenges of climate change over many thousands of years. We have, however, become increasingly 

vulnerable as we no longer live the nomadic life that provided much-needed flexibility.144 Present-

day settlement in ever-growing population centres has made adaptation to climate change 

prohibitively expensive and extremely difficult to respond to.145  

Since the planting of einkorn in 10,000BC in Syria, humanity has settled upon an agrarian 

existence and continued to battle with the consequences of adapting to the effects of climate 

change. After controlling and irrigating from the river successfully for many years, the citizens of the 

early city of Ur in Mesopotamia eventually abandoned their city due to the effects of drought, 

uncontrolled population growth and political unrest. Over thousands of years, humanity has largely 

failed to learn from these lessons.  

With its’ ongoing battle to control its river by flood mitigation, the city of New Orleans is one 

such example examined by Fagan. After years of unsuccessfully attempting to mitigate against 

floods, the citizens of New Orleans have not abandoned their city, Instead, it has been repeatedly 

rebuilt to potentially face the same fate in the future. The devastation of Hurricane Katrina in 2005 

remains a reminder that apparent lack of disaster preparedness, widespread social disorder, and 

humanitarian crisis that can occur even in wealthiest of nations. Yet, the failure of humanity to learn 

from the lessons of the past, to better understand the effects of climate change in shaping society, 

and to comprehend our interconnectedness and reliance upon the environment and weather 

continues.  

The capacity of humanity to adapt to such future challenges becomes increasingly 

compromised amongst short-term political agendas, conflicts in interest in government policy, 



 38 

encouragement of inappropriate planning, and a failure to address the ramifications of instrumental 

decisions. Historian and journalist Gwynne Dyer confronts potential geopolitical scenarios that 

humanity could face in the near future in Climate Wars.146 In a milieu of rapid population growth, 

drought, scarcity of food, water and land in an ever-changing climate, Dyer presents a range of 

unfolding scenarios from escalating conflicts over the necessities of food and water, to the mass 

migration of climate refugees, to the total failure of global states. Dyer questions whether global 

governments are in any way capable of dealing with the unfolding crisis to come.  

Countries such as Bangladesh, at the frontline of climate change, face an increasingly 

uncertain future. In September 2017, torrential monsoon rain and flooding in Bangladesh affected 8 

million people, with over 100,000 homes destroyed and 300,000 people forced into emergency 

shelter. It is not only monsoonal rains that do untold damage in low-lying Bangladesh, but 

incremental sea-level rise contaminating framing land with saltwater and forcing unknown numbers 

of environmental refugees from their properties.147 The question of where these and millions more 

global climate refugees will be forced to migrate to in future further highlights the condition of 

global unsettlement that we collectively face in the face of a changing climate.  

As Claire Colebrook argues, scientific engagement in climate change is only part of the story, 

with the cultural dimensions of climate change remaining largely unrecognised. According to 

Colebrook, whether discussing extinction in terms of the currently anticipated sixth (or Holocene) 

extinction, with human activity resulting in the widespread and rapid decrease of global biodiversity, 

or in terms of self-extinction — the capacity for us to destroy the fabric of what makes us human, a 

‘nuanced conception of climate’ is required.148 The condition of climate to Colebrook binds us to our 

limited time on Earth where climate becomes “the milieu that is necessary for our ongoing life, and 

as the fragile surface that holds us all together in one web of risked life.”149  

Nevertheless, the concept of climate floats between scientific knowledge and political 

denial. We need to rethink climate beyond the meteorological and comprehend that we are bound 

through the condition of climate to the complex ecologies that we are simultaneously harming and 

ignoring. To Colebrook, current discussions of climate, environment, ecology and globalism throw 

humanity into “a situation of urgent interconnectedness, aware that the smallest events contribute 

to global mutations,” whilst at the same time we are confronted with the “complex multiplicity of 

diverging forces and timelines that exceed any manageable point of view.”150 Colebrook further 

argues that we are “racing” towards extinction because we have constituted ourselves as a race – a 

single species of “right and reason” — that has enabled a sense of “exceptionalism” and therefore 

denies any questioning of humanities’ right to continue to exist.151 While humans conceive 

themselves as “capable of self-reflection and communication,” armed with “reflexive knowledge and 
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moral self-management,” climate change will continue to be dealt with as a complex managerial 

problem that needs solving in order for the species to survive.152 Colebrook questions why we are 

seemingly incapable of imagining a future that lies beyond the adaption and survival of 

humankind.153  

The condition of humanity is bound to the condition of climate. In the 1930s, historian and 

sociologist Lewis Mumford contended, “civilizations have risen and fallen without apparently 

perceiving the full import of their relations with the earth.”154 More than ninety years later, it is 

evident that very little has changed. Today our human settlements exist in conditions of ecological 

vulnerability as never before. In a time of increasing awareness of anthropogenically induced climate 

change, it is critical that we reflect upon past and present mistakes in order to design for and adapt 

to a rapidly shifting global climate. Strengthening the resilience of vulnerable communities globally is 

dependent upon a radical shift in attitude and a rethinking of unsustainable behaviours.  

 

2.2.7 REFLECTIONS ON THE GLOBAL 

 

The rural, the regional, the peri-urban, the city, the mega-city are inherently transitional, and the 

next epoch of human settlement is increasingly unclear. Extreme climate change, environmental 

degradation, rising sea levels, inappropriate siting, diminishing viable agricultural land, scarcity of 

resources, vulnerable water supplies, increasing air and water pollution, and infrastructure incapable 

of keeping up with demand, are just some of the realities facing human settlements today. Add to 

this growing populations, global pandemics, unprecedented migration, conflict, crime, terrorism, 

and political unrest, and the escalation of the vulnerability of human settlements of all shapes and 

sizes becomes incontestable. Human settlements will need to become increasingly self-sufficient to 

adapt to multiple levels of crisis as the face of urban settlements changes, yet this is challenging in 

the face of uneven global development and socioeconomic inequality, with millions of global citizens 

unable to afford adequate shelter, water, food, clothing, health care, transportation, and essential 

services on a daily basis. Moreover, the increasing displacement of political and environmental 

refugees begs the ethical question of who will take responsibility for those global citizens most in 

need.  

All of these problems create conditions of vulnerability and act to further undermine 

resilience, with the question arising of whether current political, economic, and social models are in 

any position to face the future challenges of our human settlements. In times of global 

unsettlement, the requirement for strategies to enable vulnerable communities to realise local 

resilience potential in order to meet these challenges head-on becomes vital. 
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2.3 THE REGIONAL CONTEXT  

 

2.3.1 AN IMAGE OF AUSTRALIA  

It is ignorance of the past that dooms each new wave of immigrants to the 
‘new’ lands to be future eaters. So certain are they of their superiority; so sure 

of their ability, that they do not think to learn from those who have gone before 
them, nor do they take the time to read the signs of the land until disaster has 

overtaken them. We, perhaps, are the first generation of future eaters who 
have looked over our shoulder at the past, but we have done so quite late in the 

process of environmental destruction. If we can change our ways before we 
have consumed all of the future that we are capable of, then we will have 

achieved something very precious.155  
—Tim Flannery   

 

Australia, a newly developed and rapidly urbanised nation, is uniquely positioned as a study of the 

often-unforeseen consequences of rapidly shifting populations. Indigenous Australian’s have 

inhabited the land for over 40,000 years. The country officially colonised by the British in 1788, 

becoming a Federation in 1901, and so in colonial terms is perceived as a young country, though this 

perception is eroding through a slow and long-overdue process of reconciliation with Indigenous 

Australians. At the time of European settlement, the estimated Indigenous population of Australia 

was 750,000.156 In less than 230 years, Australia’s population is over 25.6 million people,157 with 

Indigenous peoples now making up only 2% of the total population.158 By 2061, it is estimated that 

the population will reach between 36.8 and 48.3 million people at current growth rates.159  

Through a transformation from pre-colonial Australia to the influx of British and Irish early 

settlers, widespread migration from Greece, Italy, Germany, and other European countries following 

WW11, the opening of doors to Asian immigration (since the lifting of the “White Australia” policy in 

the 1970s), Australia is now a community of vast cultural diversity, historical backgrounds, and 

religious affiliations. 160 Whilst there is still an emotional, historical, and constitutional connection 

with Britain, Australia has, in recent years, begun to recognise itself as closely situated within the 

Asian region.161 Despite increases in immigration, Australia’s current policy regarding asylum seekers 

remains highly contentious, with asylum seekers arriving in Australia without a visa facing extremely 

harsh measures and extended periods of detention in offshore facilities.  

Australia is fortunate to have one of the highest standards of living in the world. The United 

Nations Human Development Report 2020 — based upon global wealth, health and education — 

ranks Australia eighth in the world on the Human Development Index, making regional issues 

seemingly insignificant compared to many of the world’s poorest nations.162 Despite these figures, 

Australia is by no means immune to poverty and homelessness, with over 105,000 people homeless 

each night, a significant proportion of these falling into the category of extreme vulnerability and 
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chronic homelessness.163 Housing affordability has become a significant concern, particularly in 

major cities. The “Great Australian Dream” of owning one’s own home has become increasingly 

unreachable, with younger generations struggling to break into an inflated housing market whilst 

dealing with higher costs of living. With the country’s obsession with obtaining either owner-

occupied or investment property, there has been a shift in levels of housing debt over the last 

decade. The International Monetary Fund has warned that Australia’s extremely high levels of 

household debt leaves the nation exposed to global economic shock or banking crisis.164 

Today, the vast majority of the country’s population live along the coastline, with 90% of 

Australians occupying only .22% of the country’s land area. Two-thirds of these live in a capital city, 

with urban growth rapidly expanding into peri-urban areas impacting both the environment and the 

availability of farming land.165 Along with the country’s projected growth and increased urban 

footprint comes expanding requirements for infrastructure, resources, housing, transportation, 

water, food, and energy production, in turn correlating to increased consumption, pollution, waste 

and resulting environmental impact.  Australians live in some of the biggest houses in the world per 

square meter. The larger the housing footprint, the larger the consumption and costs of utilities such 

as electricity, water, and gas. Further, larger houses equate to larger quantities of resources needed 

to construct and maintain them, creating additional strain on the environment.  

Escalating environmental issues are of enormous concern. For Australia to move towards a 

sustainable and resilient future, we first need to overcome entrenched Eurocentric habits that have 

proved inherently unsuitable to our environment since European settlement. In Collapse: How 

Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed, geographer Jarred Diamond examines the destruction of 

environments, overutilization of resources, rapid population increase and unsustainable growth as 

all being implicit in the downfall of doomed societies in the past.166 Diamond is highly critical of the 

damaging influences of British colonisation upon Australia and its long-term effects in terms of 

environmental management, governance, policy, and planning. The original 1788 settlement of 

Sydney quickly expanded to Melbourne, Brisbane, Perth, and Hobart, selected for the transportation 

advantages of their harbours or rivers.167 However, as Diamond explains, the original settlements 

proved to be poor agriculturally, with expeditions needed further afield to find productive land, and 

food continued to be shipped from Britain until the 1840s.168  

Aboriginal Australians, who had lived harmoniously with the land for over 40,00 years, were 

either killed or driven out of the initial white settlements and farming land by the colonists until it 

was realised they could be ‘useful’ as stockman, fisherman and whalers.169 The introduction of 

European farming practice, including widespread sheep farming, into a country with very low soil 

fertility has left a lasting legacy of severe land degradation through overgrazing.170 Further, 
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introduced pests such as rabbits and foxes are a major environmental issue threatening native 

species, as is introduced weeds, many brought in as ornamental shrubs by colonists.171 The mass 

clearing of land for logging and vast areas of agricultural land needed to farm crops in unproductive 

soil have all taken their toll on an already fragile environment.172 Today, much of Australia’s 

agricultural land is not economically viable, however, this is subsidised by the government in terms 

of infrastructure and tax, water and services concessions.173 More recently, the mining of minerals 

has outstripped agriculture in terms of exports, has further taken a heavy environmental toll on the 

country.  

The independently commissioned report “Australia State of the Environment” backs up 

Diamond’s claims in its assessment of the state of Australia’s environment in terms of its current 

condition and levels of risk.174 Highlighted are the impacts of climate change, land-use change, the 

introduction of invasive species, extraction of inland water, resource extraction, salinisation of 

rivers, habitat fragmentation and environmental degradation.175 Australia’s coastal environments 

are particularly vulnerable due to high population density, clearing of vegetation, and the effects of 

climate change (including sea-level rise, erosion, storms, cyclones, heat stress). Attempts to manage 

these impacts is hampered by a poor understanding of broader impacts of drivers and the effects of 

economic activity and human impacts.176  

Significant challenges to mitigating these impacts are a lack of integrated and cohesive 

policy, poor collaboration and coordination between the levels of government and various sectors 

(public and private), the inadequacy of data and measurement of impacts, insufficient resources, 

complex and overlapping processes and a lack of accountability.177 Significantly there is a critical lack 

of follow up from policy to action, with areas where significant resources have been spent on 

frameworks and policy being undermined by a failure to implement these due to time lags, 

knowledge gaps, trade-offs with economic objectives, and difficulties of negotiating across levels of 

government.178 The critical need for an integrated approach to policy from all levels of government 

and private sectors to ensure effective future management coupled with engagement at a local 

community level is essential to success in mitigation, in lieu of a central, one solution fits all 

governance approach.  

Also recognised is the lack of connection between modes of current habitation and the 

natural environment upon which we are dependant, unlike traditional Indigenous practice, which 

has a unique relationship with Country and caring for the environment, natural resources, and 

cultural heritage.179 In Australian Aboriginal culture, the land is not enclosed, divided, or 

appropriated. Instead, the human connection with Country is ever-evolving, fluid through space and 
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time. Conversely, we, as settlers, as migrants, appropriate and segregate space within the moment. 

Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari describe the phenomenon as follows: 

 
...sedentary space is striated, by walls, enclosures, and roads between enclosures, while 
nomad space is smooth, marked only by “traits” that are effaced and displaced with the 
trajectory… The nomad distributes himself in a smooth space; he occupies, inhabits, holds 
that space; that is his territorial principal. It is therefore false to define the nomad by 
movement…Whereas the migrant leaves behind a milieu that has become amorphous or 
hostile, the nomad is one who does not depart, does not want to depart…180 

 
This differentiation of the smooth space of the nomad continuously traversing into striated, 

bordered space of the migrant (the farm, the village, the city) is not conceived here as fixed; instead, 

it is continuously evolving and shifting, the two conditions existing in a continuous state of 

tension.181 As migrants of this country, we shift, fragment and order space in a never-ending cycle of 

commodification, with little or no appreciation of what we leave in our wake. Australian 

environmentalist and former Chief Commissioner of the Climate Commission Tim Flannery describes 

a condition of “cultural maladaptation” in Australia, which he contends “arises from frustration 

borne of the long-felt inability to live in harmony with the land” which “does not hold them 

comfortably,” coupled with the gulf of culture and understanding between Aborigines and 

migrants.182  

Until our ongoing dependence upon the land that we have territorialised — beyond the 

limits of our own time on the planet — is fully comprehended, it is unlikely that the current state of 

our environment will improve. Anthropocentricism, working at the level of the spatial and the 

temporal, brings with it inherent conditions of unsustainability. Our relationship with the 

environment is highly fragile, and until this relationship is fully appreciated, conditions of 

vulnerability will continue to escalate for Australia’s natural and human environments. The way in 

which we have constructed our towns and cities with minimal consideration of the environments on 

which they are situated, serves to further highlight conditions of vulnerability, as will be outlined in 

the following chapter section. 

 

2.3.2  UNDESIGNED SETTLEMENTS: THE GREAT AUSTRALIAN DREAM 

The society that molds all of its surroundings has developed a special technique 
for shaping its very territory, the solid ground of this collection of tasks. 

Urbanism is capitalism’s seizure of the natural and human environment: 
developing logically into absolute domination…183 

— Guy Debord 
 

Whilst Australia’s unique environmental, geographical, and climatic conditions require handling with 

care, the tendency to follow external traditions in the design and construction of our built 
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environments has done untold damage and further undermined resilience. Many of Australia’s cities 

and towns were sited inappropriately along low lying rivers and waterways on our coastlines to 

access fresh water and transportation. They remain vulnerable to such widespread issues such as 

flooding, sea-level rise, and severe storm events exacerbated through the clearing of vegetation and 

subsequent erosion, excessive construction and hard surfaces, and inadequate drainage. Some 

settlements were founded inland as early agricultural and stock hubs, many of which are now 

subject to ongoing drought, downturns in agriculture, and extreme heat. Others have been 

established in extreme high fire risk zones and now face severe levels of risk, as seen in the 

devastating 2009 and 2019 to 2020 bushfire seasons. This reflects a historical lack of planning in 

recognition of the larger issues of unfolding risk within our human settlements, and as populations 

grow, levels of risk increase exponentially. In this context, planners and facilitators of built 

environments have a lot to learn, and a lot to unlearn.  

Australia has closely followed the influences of both British and American utopian urban 

planning movements. An examination of the history of planning in Australia exposes ramifications of 

external movements that have proved to be inappropriate environmentally, topographically, 

demographically, and socially in a local context. By the late nineteenth century, industrial cities in 

Europe and the US had become increasingly crowded with poor living conditions. With the 

development of infrastructure, people could move further from their workplaces, and planning 

concepts evolved towards a more open and aesthetic approach. The City Beautiful Movement was 

showcased in the World’s Columbian Exposition of Chicago in 1893, with long symmetrical avenues, 

wide tree-lined boulevards, and large open parks and green spaces.184  

By the turn of the century, Ebenezer Howard presented a utopian vision of a modern social 

city in Garden Cities of Tomorrow in 1902 in Britain, suggesting a concept of new, small suburban 

towns, surrounded by agricultural land, and providing the best of town and country.185 Howard 

presented his town-country utopia as the perfect combination of urban and rural. Garden Cities 

were imagined as fixed-sized ‘sustainable’ clusters of medium density with low rents, high wages, 

activity, no pollution or slums, bright homes and gardens and freedom and opportunity for all, linked 

together with a rapid transit system.186 While Howard’s conceptual framework, including the 

common ownership of land, was never fully realised, the influence of the Garden City movement 

nevertheless became the basis of a planning model in Britain and the United States.187 

As Australia’s early settlers were predominately British, this style of planning was swiftly 

appropriated. Australian cities, and in particular Sydney, were similarly suffering from overcrowding 

and a lack of sanitation, contributing to an outbreak of bubonic plague. In 1909 a Royal Commission 

for the improvement of the city of Sydney recommended the development of so-called Garden 
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Suburbs for the working class in the first regional plan in the country,188 and by 1914 the Garden 

Suburb had become the dominant planning model in Australia.189 Daceyville Garden Suburb in 

Sydney was the first example of this new planning movement, with the concept of living in more 

affordable housing on larger blocks of land and commuting to work proved extremely popular. The 

concept quickly spread to cities around the country, and the roots of Australia’s suburban sprawl 

were planted. By the early twentieth century, the concept of owning a free-standing house on a 

quarter acre block in the suburb, now referred to as the Great Australian Dream, was firmly 

entrenched in Australia’s culture.190 

In 1944 Sir Leslie Patrick Abercrombie’s developed his “The Abercrombie Plan of London,” 

including eight satellite towns, each beyond a greenbelt to contain urban sprawl, leading to the 

development of the New Town in the United Kingdom.191 Again Australia followed suit with a similar 

model to Abercrombie’s satellite towns proposed for Sydney’s “Country of Cumberland Plan” in 

1948. The original concept encompassed slum clearance in inner-city suburbs to be replaced by Le 

Corbusier style high rises, combined with a greenbelt 20kms from the central business district, and a 

group of satellite towns beyond, including Campbelltown and Penrith. However, when slums in 

Redfern were replaced with new hi-rises, they proved highly unpopular in a country that now 

aspired to the idea of a detached house with a back yard.  

With a desperate need for low-cost housing, the sites of Green Valley and Mt Druitt were 

chosen in the 1950s and 60s as public housing estates instead of the originally proposed satellite 

towns.192 By 1968, any concept of a greenbelt was abandoned entirely in the face of rapid 

population growth, and a new “Sydney Regional Outline Plan” was developed with a linear railway 

corridor linking a series of New Towns that are the sprawling suburbs of today.193 Australia’s large 

population centres followed suit, and despite numerous attempts to solve issues of population 

growth through planning, attempts to slow the advent of continuous urban sprawl have failed.  

Today, satellite towns continue to grow on the edges of Australia’s cities, however, a continuing lack 

of employment opportunities, despite attempts to encourage job creation out of the city centres, 

has led to higher commuting rates and further pressure on struggling infrastructure.  

While these sprawling greenfield developments continue to expand, there has been a slower 

increase in inner-city brownfield developments in Australia since the 1980s and 90s, again following 

international models such as Docklands in London. Old industry waterfront areas have been 

redeveloped as manufacturing has shifted to outer industrial zones. Located on prime real estate 

adjacent to the CBDs of capital cities, with a mix of retrofitted character buildings, contemporary 

architecture, and entertainment precincts, these areas have proved extremely popular with young 

urban professionals. A further move to increase population density in the inner and middle suburbs 
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can also be seen in infill developments, following the New Urbanism mode of planning developed in 

the United States in the 1980s. Developments such as these are an attempt to return to an urban 

village way of life, with walkable neighbourhoods, main street ambience and community lifestyle, 

combined with clusters of contemporary high-density apartments and the convenience of mixed-

mode public transportation links to the CBD. As a result, many of Australia’s inner urban areas have 

become gentrified, with inner-city real estate becoming increasingly unaffordable, pushing lower-

income families out to the commuter suburbs. Falling far short of Howard’s utopian visions, these 

suburbs are not self-contained despite planning efforts, and the green space between each has 

disappeared to a continuous urban sprawl.  

Chris Butler reviews these changes in Australia’s urban zoning policy, from what he 

describes as a Keynesian, post-industrial form of redistributive spatial planning to a new 

neoliberalism.194 According to Butler, zoning, based upon a master plan, designates specific spatial 

uses and, by encouraging specific uniformity within each zone, encourages the fragmentation of the 

urban. This follows Lefebvre’s thinking of zoning as technocentric rationality, a bureaucratic 

structuring designed to separate and discriminate.195 Zoning, according to Butler, should therefore 

be recognised as more than a tool but as a specifically anti-urban strategy and essentially anti-

community strategy — a shift from inhabitance to the logic of habitat, where what is being defined 

is the lowest possible “threshold of tolerability.” Promoted by policy, new suburbs and satellite 

towns of private lower-income and public housing have been developed to the bare minimum of the 

social tolerance threshold. 196 This sociospatial fragmentation by design serves to negate the 

formation of functioning and cohesive communities across Australia’s sprawling urban and peri-

urban zones. 

 As opposed to Australia’s sprawling cities, regional and rural areas are generally small in 

population with relatively few large population centres. There has been some movement towards 

decentralisation in the past, but this remains largely underdeveloped to date. However, with the 

release of the white paper “Our North, Our Future: White Paper on Developing Northern Australia,” 

the Australian Government has placed regional development firmly on its agenda. 197 If regional 

development is increasingly seen as the way forward to reduce expanding populations in major 

cities, it is imperative that our regional centres do not fall victim to the same short-sighted planning 

mistakes. This is particularly crucial in population centres that have been poorly sited with high 

vulnerability to widespread issues such as flooding, sea-level rise, fire, drought and the escalating 

effects of climate change. Government responses need to meet the challenges and opportunities 

faced by shifting sociospatial patterns, tailoring approaches to specific regional circumstances.  
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This is increasingly urgent, with a significant recent shift of city dwellers to Australia’s 

regions since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. With work practices radically changing in a 

matter of weeks, many employees and businesses have adapted exceptionally well to remote work. 

Australians have recognised the time-saving benefits of removing daily commutes, along with the 

health and lifestyle benefits of living and working outside of the major cities. With new modes of 

work/life balance developing, there has been increased demand for ‘sea-change’ and ‘tree-change’ 

properties in many of Australia’s larger well-serviced regional centres, leading to increased housing 

and rental prices, along with housing shortages. This shift will undoubtedly lead to a surge in 

residential building and infrastructure and a critical need for rethinking current planning approaches 

in growing regional areas. 

Conversely, many smaller rural populations in Australia are in a state of decline, with 

younger generations leaving for larger regions and cities due to lack of employment, services, and 

educational opportunities. Struggling rural towns are in need of immediate strategies to approach 

declining populations and lack of opportunity. Australian towns are increasingly interconnected as 

people and businesses conduct activities across larger regions with more improved mobility. 

However, in a globalised world, the wider market created has resulted in a scenario that does not 

necessarily translate into economic benefits for individual places. Towns and regions need to be 

competitive providers of goods and services to survive, however, relationships between industry and 

smaller towns in a slow state of decline.198 Assisting engagement with local industries, building on 

local competitive advantage, diversification of economies, improving services and infrastructure, and 

increasing training and education, are just a few of the areas crucial in supporting Australia’s towns.  

Therefore, it is essential that a localised, strategic approach is taken when addressing issues 

of strengthening resilience within our settlements, whether they are major cities, regional centres, 

or rural towns. Each location’s unique circumstances should be ascertained on the ground, with an 

in-depth understanding of geographical, climatic, environmental, and socioeconomic conditions. 

This is in lieu of a tops-down interventionary planning approach, applied commonly in the name of 

expediency. Decisions regarding the formation and long-term sustainability of Australia’s human 

settlements of all sizes should not be made on the run or through the appropriation of externally 

designed, one-solution fits all ‘solutions.’ The resilience of our built environments relies upon locally 

appropriate decision-making processes, embedded adaptive capacity, and established plans for 

contingency in times of future uncertainty. 

 

 

 



 48 

2.3.3 CONDITIONS OF FRAGILITY IN A CHANGING CLIMATE 

I love a sunburnt country 
A land of sweeping plains 

Of ragged mountain ranges 
 Of droughts and flooding rains…199 

— Dorothea Mackellar 
 

Australia is highly vulnerable to climate change. Australia’s interior has one of the lowest rainfalls 

globally, whilst approximately three-quarters of the land is arid or semi-arid.200 Australia’s climate is 

erratic and heavily influenced by ocean currents. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s 

(IPCC) Fifth Assessment Report confirms that Australia’s regional climate is warming, a trend virtually 

certain to continue through the twenty-first century, consistent with global scenarios. 201 We face 

significant challenges in understanding the potential future implications of climate change and how 

we might mitigate or adapt to those impacts.202 Average surface temperatures in Australia have 

risen by 1.44°C since 1910 with an increase in the frequency of extreme heat events.203 The hottest 

average maximum temperature nationwide was recorded on the 17th of December 2019 at 40.3°C, 

only to be broken the following day on 18th December 2019 at 41.9°C.204  

Further, the oceans surrounding Australia have warmed by one degree Celsius and are 

acidifying, whilst sea levels continue to rise. Extreme fire weather and the length of the fire season 

has significantly increased since the 1950s, whilst rainfall has declined in the southwest since 1970. 

The Australian Bureau of Meteorology (BOM) and Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research 

Organisation (CSIRO) expect continuing increases in air temperatures, more heat extremes, fewer 

cold extremes in the future, and increased drought in the future. Increased fire-weather days and 

fire seasons are also predicted, whilst in the north, there will be fewer but more intense cyclones 

and more severe coral bleaching events of coral reefs.205 Heatwaves are of particular concern, 

responsible for over 2,900 deaths in Australia, a figure higher figure than deaths caused by bushfires, 

tropical cyclones, earthquakes, floods, and storms combined.206  

However, Australia remains highly unprepared for climate-induced disaster, as came to the 

forefront in the 2019–2020 bushfire season. Australia has a long history of bushfires, the deadliest of 

which was the Black Saturday fires in 2009, claiming the lives of over 173 people.207 Ten years later, 

higher than average 2019 spring temperatures, combined with severe and prolonged drought in 

much of the country, resulted in extreme fire conditions.208 Fires burned out of control across the 

eastern states of Australia, causing the loss of 33 lives, an estimated three billion animals killed or 

displaced, extensive loss of property with over 3,000 homes destroyed, 24 million hectares burned 

and estimated costs of over AU$10 billion.209  



 49 

The Australian Government faced heavy criticism for handling the crisis, including ignoring 

advice from a panel of former fire and emergency chiefs months prior regarding the severity of the 

drought, existing dry conditions, a build-up of fuel, and the need for urgent action before the 

upcoming fire season.210 The fires were so severe they created their own weather systems known as 

pyrocumulonimbus storms, generating lightning strikes, mass down-drafts and embers 30kms in 

front of the main fire front and generating new fires.211 The disaster culminated in the 

unprecedented call out of 3,000 defence force reserves, the announcement of a new National 

Bushfire Recovery Agency, and a $AU2 billion recovery package.212 The disaster affected not only the 

immediate fire zones but also Australia’s heavily populated capital cities. Smoke haze in cities alone 

is estimated to have cost the economy around AU$500 million, with people calling in sick with 

respiratory illnesses and businesses and public buildings shut down due to health concerns.213 

Today, experts are warning that Australia needs to prepare for bushfires year-round, in lieu of the 

traditional shorter bushfire season.214  

The question arises as to whether human settlements should continue to be approved in 

locations of heightened vulnerability to climate-induced disaster, whether bushfires, sea-level rise, 

increased storm intensity, storm surges, or flooding. A warming climate will place enormous strain 

upon regional economies. Our heavily populated coastlines face significant levels of risk from sea-

level rise, with up to 247,000 Australian residential properties estimated as exposed to inundation 

and shoreline recession due to erosion, with a sea-level rise scenario of 1.1m. In Queensland alone, 

it is estimated up to 56,900 residential buildings are subject to inundation under the projected 

scenario. These issues will further significantly impact commercial property and public 

infrastructure.215 Further population growth and development along the coastline will only serve to 

increase these figures, with the ongoing social cost and cost to economies along the coastline 

impossible to quantify. 

According to the IPCC, while adaptation to climate change in Australia is becoming 

embedded in some planning processes, this is mainly at the conceptual, rather than implementation 

stage, with planning remaining somewhat piecemeal and subject to political change and legal 

challenge.216 Further, while adaptive capacity is generally high in Australia, implementation faces 

significant challenges for transformative action at local community levels. The IPCC attributes these 

constraints to adaption to: the absence of a consistent information base and confusion over 

projected impacts; limited financial and human resources at a local level to assess risk and develop 

effective policy; time lags in developing expertise; unclear problem definition, goals and standards; 

lack of binding legal guidance on policy relating to climate change; differing attitudes towards risks 

and differing values placed on objects and places at risk; static planning mechanisms and practice; 
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competing mandates, disciplinary voids and singular approaches; a lack of integration between 

levels of government with short election cycles and limited community support, participation and 

awareness for adaptation.217  

Additionally, the IPCC notes that a limited understanding of future vulnerabilities remains 

due to inadequate consideration of socioeconomic dimensions which have received only “limited 

attention and are rarely included in vulnerability assessments, and frameworks to integrate social, 

psychological and cultural dimensions of vulnerability with biophysical impacts and economic losses 

are lacking.” Therefore, facilitation of participatory processes to adaptation at a local level is 

recommended, as a method of balancing community preferences with scientific information and 

ensuring ownership of processes within the community. At the same time, the challenges of 

equitable participation in such a complex arena are recognised whereby “regional approaches that 

engage diverse stakeholders, government and science providers and support the co-production of 

knowledge…. require long-term institutional and financial commitments.”218 

In the face of such complex challenges, acting in the short term only serves to establish 

further obstacles towards long-term sustainability. The risk that climate change poses should not be 

underestimated, transversing borders, oceans, and continents. Former Australian Defence Force 

(ADF) chief Chris Barrie has warned that there is no overarching strategy in place to deal with the 

potential future impacts of sea-borne migration and the increased potential for conflict due to rising 

sea levels in the Indo-Pacific region, suggesting a potential influx of an additional 100 million climate 

refugees.219 Ignoring such realities and maintaining the current business as usual approach within a 

context of short-term political and economic goals will only lead to increased levels of risk in our 

human settlements down-track. The issues are multi-layered and interwoven problems that escalate 

with time. In facing such challenges, we need to think beyond current circumstances in 

strengthening resilience of both present and future communities, with adaptation to climate change 

realised as a nation-building project.   

 

2.3.4 LESSONS FROM QUEENSLAND  

 

The preceding discussions pertaining to regional vulnerability have focused upon the broader 

Australian regional context in relation to environmental, urban, and climatic vulnerabilities. Australia 

is a vast continent, with each state and territory encompassing diverse climatic and topographic 

conditions. The focus now narrows to vulnerabilities specific to the state of Queensland, in which 

the selected case studies of Charleville and Mackay, to be discussed in detail in “Chapter 2.4 The 

Local Context,” are situated (refer to figure 1). 
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Figure 1 Map locating Charleville and Mackay in the  
State of Queensland, Australia. Map by Google Maps.  
Reproduced from https://www.google.com/maps 
 

The following paper, “Resilience, Adaptability, Sustain-ability and Relationality: Lessons from 

Queensland for Viable Futures”, co-authored by Naomi Hay and Tony Fry and published in Rhode 

Island School of Design’s IntAr Journal, has been included in this chapter to provide further insight 

into the specific challenges confronting Queensland as a region, in the face of a changing climate. 

The state has a long history of flooding and has well-established mechanisms for disaster 

preparedness, assistance, and recovery. As this paper demonstrates, however, even the most 

prepared regions can be overwhelmed by “natural” disaster, or as Ilan Kelman contends, “disaster 

by choice.”220 The paper further begins at a foundational level to unpack and connect relationships 

between resilience, community, and design — the primary themes of this thesis — and their crucial 

role in pre-emptive strategies in designing for future risk. The themes will be explored in-depth in 

“Chapter 3: Resilience, Community, Design.”
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INTRODUCTION 

Australia is one of the Climate Change front line nations. As the driest inhabited continent on Earth, 

much of Australia’s climate is notoriously erratic and heavily influenced by ocean currents. Within a 

single year, in a single region, there can be an experience of drought, devastating fires, cyclones and 

floods. And there can be little doubt that the continuing cycle of warming of the planet has served to 

accelerate these already unstable conditions. The summer of 2012/13 was Australia’s hottest in 

recorded history with average temperatures broken right across the spectrum.221 As one of the 

world’s wealthiest nations, can it cope with this emergent situation? And if it cannot cope, what are 

the implications for poorer nations? And where do approaches to adaptability and resilience fit 

within this context? Our starting point is to look at the climate events in the state of Queensland 

over the past three years. 

WHAT’S WITH THE WEATHER? 

Queensland, with a population of close to 4.7 million people, is Australia’s second largest state, 

spanning over 1.7 million sq kms.222 The state is crossed by the Tropic of Capricorn and due to its 

vastness, encompasses a range of climatic and topographic variations. It combines everything from 

long sandy beaches and islands, high country, agricultural plains, sub-tropical rainforests, and the 

Great Barrier Reef in the north. Its coastal strip and low-lying river plains are subject to rapid onset 

flooding, from northern monsoonal rains in summer, to heavy precipitation low pressure systems in 

spring and autumn. Summers are hot and humid; winters are dry, particularly in the north. 

Queensland, along with the rest of the country is highly urbanised along its coastline.223 

The Great Dividing Range separates the coastline from the wide expanse of agricultural belts 

which are hotter and drier than the coastline. Here, inland rivers are slow moving, winding across 

vast flat plains and in the wet season, floodwaters may sit for weeks or even months across wide 

expanses of country. And beyond the productive agricultural plains lie the hot interior deserts.  

Rainfall throughout the state fluctuates considerably from decade to decade, region to region.224 

Queensland then is highly accustomed to extreme weather. But the summer of 2010/11, 

delivered a series of weather events that caught all the state’s residents, businesses, industries, and 

governments by surprise. After one of the wettest years on record, the remains of an ex-tropical 

cyclone combined with an extensive La Nina weather pattern, dumping heavy rains. This resulted in 

dispersed flooding throughout an already saturated state. A further massive and slow-moving 

monsoonal trough then crossed the coast in the lead up to Christmas, creating an exceptional rain 

event culminating in destructive flooding which wreaked unprecedented damage across the length 

of the state, tragic loss of life and a damage bill of multi billions of dollars. The capital Brisbane, a city 

with a population of 1.8 million people, experienced its worst flood event in close to four decades.225 
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It is estimated that by the end of that summer, more than 200,000 people were affected and 35 lives 

were lost as a result. 226 

With the majority of Queensland still in clean up and reconstruction mode, February 2011 

saw severe Tropical Cyclone Yasi cross the coast, flattening the northern communities of Mission 

Beach and Tully, with a combination of coastal storm surges, extreme wind destruction and heavy 

rain once again leaving behind extensive flooding in the northern river catchments. There was little 

reprieve for the remainder of 2011 and early 2012, with further extended rain events bringing 

widespread repeated flooding to communities throughout the southwest and southeast of the state. 

Then, less than a year later in January 2013, the aftereffects of yet another cyclone once again 

produced extensive riverine flooding and damage to communities state-wide, many of those still 

struggling with the onerous recovery process from the disasters of 2011.  

Many Communities across Queensland have been hit relentlessly, including regional centres 

such as Gympie (flooding five times in three years) and Bundaberg (which experienced severe 

flooding in 2010/11, to be followed with another flood that destroyed a significant section of the city 

only two years later).227 228 Counting the financial costs, the Queensland State Government estimates 

that damage from these natural disasters to infrastructure alone has reached $AU2.1, 7.1, 2.1 and 

2.5 billion to date in 2010, 2011, 2012 and 2013 respectively.229 State and federal governments have 

responded reactively and predictably, launching an AU$80m “Betterment Fund,” aimed at 

strengthening resilience of Queensland’s critical infrastructure.230 There can be little doubt, however 

that the token funding is no more than a quick-fix, (non)solution to complex problems and critical 

issues of vulnerability brought into focus by ‘(un)natural’ and often human induced disasters. 

Historically, the majority of Queensland’s urban settlements were situated on rivers, creeks, 

and estuaries for the convenience of transportation.  Population centres grew rapidly, ignoring the 

risks of life established upon low lying coastal floodplains. But now, they face the consequences of 

continually rebuilding homes and workplaces post extreme weather events. Riverine flooding results 

when watercourses lose their capacity to disperse high volumes of water during times of continuous 

heavy rainfall. Storm surges and high tides combine with these events, increasing their effects in 

coastal areas. In the flat inland agricultural plains of Queensland, riverine flooding is slow rise, often 

covering thousands of square kilometres, frequently lasting for many months and isolating entire 

regions.231  

In coastal Queensland, flash floods occur as a result of the intense sudden downpours from 

seasonal low pressure and monsoonal weather systems.  Drainage systems in urban zones designed 

for average runoffs, fail. This event occurs rapidly and unpredictably and poses significant threat to 

life and property. Again, it results from a failure to appreciate risk, a lack of planning and foresight. 
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Reducing the ability of the ground to absorb the rapid downpour of water by constructing hard 

surfaces makes the situation worse. It creates excessive urban runoff thereby putting drainage 

systems under great pressure. Removing mangroves and vegetation along the soft sandy rivers and 

coastlines in the name of development also creates problems.232 The foreshore destabilizes, and 

erosion accelerates, altering the path and form of natural watercourses. Inappropriate construction 

upon sites prone to water runoff, underspecified levy banks, and in the case of Brisbane, a dam not 

built for capacity in such extreme events all add to the risk of future disaster.  

The floods in South East Queensland in January 2011 were a combination of all of the above. 

The city of Toowoomba and its surrounds, on the crest of the Great Dividing Range experienced 

torrential rainfall on already soaked soil, which was swiftly channelled over hard surfaces and via 

altered water courses that converge in the city central business district, resulting in a terrible flash 

flood which has since been described as an ‘inland tsunami’. A further torrent of water rushed down 

the hills to the Lockyer Valley heading for Brisbane, en route destroying several small towns and 

their communities, and overcharging the Brisbane River downstream. Meanwhile, the dam built for 

flood mitigation and Brisbane’s water storage (already well above its storage capacity), had its 

floodgates opened. Residents in low lying areas, (including both the old, and the newly established 

expanding subdivisions) of Ipswich and Brisbane were told to move to higher ground. Within 48 

hours, both cities were inundated.  

The immediate consequences - the loss of human life (of course, as a developed nation, 

these losses were dramatically less than our poorer regional neighbours experience) and the 

devastation of entire communities - were conveyed relentlessly through familiar media imagery. 

This, in the aftermath of the floods, included the visual imagery of the so called “Mud Army” 

comprising of thousands of community volunteers, who arrived by the busload to help total 

strangers.  

Queensland already maintains a large permanent volunteer State Emergency Service (SES) 

for events such as these. But even with the help of the Australian Army, it was soon realised that the 

sheer scale of the clean-up operation could not be dealt with by government and the SES alone. A 

call was put out by Brisbane’s City Council for volunteers and the response was overwhelming. While 

more than 23,000 officially registered and lined up armed with shovels, gloves, and gumboots for 

the clean-up, many, many more thousand rolled up their sleeves and helped family, friends, and 

neighbours. Approximately 240,000 tonnes of water damaged furniture, equipment and filthy 

building waste were removed in the process.233 Carpenters, electricians, plumbers, truck drivers, and 

anyone who could wield a shovel or hose arrived from across the state, and many from interstate to 

volunteer in any way they could.  The enormity of this task, the selfless generosity of the volunteers 
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and the level of both physical and emotional support offered served to lift the entire community’s 

spirit in a time of need. Here was a snapshot of the larger community’s willingness to unite and in 

turn, to cope in their own way, with the aftermath of disaster. The scenes along the Brisbane River 

have been repeated around regional Queensland in the many flood events that have since occurred. 

Queensland is still in a state of interminable rebuilding. Local economies have been 

devastated, with recovery of livestock, crops, business, and industry measured not in months, but 

over many years. Simultaneously land value has disintegrated in high-risk areas, leaving many 

families with little or no financial security, and as a result, no choice but to rebuild their existing 

vulnerable properties. Whilst the recovery of essential services and state-owned assets including 

schools, roads, bridges, rail, airports, and ferry terminals has been relatively swift in urban regions, 

in regional Queensland the work has been slower.  

The Queensland State Government, unlike other state governments within Australian, does 

not maintain a reinsurance policy against disaster. Instead, reliance is upon a self-insurance policy 

coupled with an arrangement previously struck with the Federal Government to cover 75% of costs 

in the event of catastrophe.234 As a consequence of the disasters of 2011, the Australian 

Government announced a flood levy in the form of additional income tax to be paid by all 

Australians in the following financial year, to help cover costs of essential infrastructure 

rebuilding.235 The question remains however, in the face of the prospect of an increasing number of 

extreme weather events, whether governments or the general public, will be willing or able to cover 

the costs of perpetual rebuilding, or whether reinsurance options in the future will prove 

prohibitively expensive. 

The “Natural Disaster Insurance Review,” announced by the Australian Government to 

address issues of residential underinsurance, lacked clarity and did little to enable insurance 

affordability, except making a soft recommendation that residents in high risk areas be offered 

discounted insurance premiums through a government funded reinsurance scheme.236  An extensive 

consultation process to consider such recommendations was announced.237 But is it really feasible 

for governments to underwrite insurance for individuals in vulnerable locations on any long term 

basis?  Moreover, the scale of the problem is too large and complex to be dealt with at such a 

limited level. It’s likely that insurance issues will continue be dealt with by the industry in their quest 

to maintain market competitiveness, however, the problems people living in vulnerable locations 

face go well beyond insurance. The question of what these problems are should now be addressed 

with urgency, as there is little doubt that global warming will increase the vulnerability of millions of 

people around the planet.  
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Climate change (both warming and cooling of the earth) pre-dates human existence and in 

the past had huge impacts upon it; but now the rapid acceleration of warming in recent years is 

amplifying our unsustainable actions that both damage our ecologies of dependence and the 

viability of our own future. Although humanity has an inherent capacity for adaption (and has 

survived the multiple challenges of climate change over many thousands of years), large numbers of 

people living in expanding cities worldwide dramatically increases risk.238 239 Adaptation in current 

circumstances demands a massive design effort, including infrastructure able to resist climatic 

impacts over one hundred years and more. Decisions about where and how people need to live, 

taking account of future risks, including floods, fires, and coastal inundation, have to become 

fundamental to the planning process.240 The inability of global political policy to deal with global 

warming means the imperative to adapt becomes critically important.241 242 Approaches to disaster 

in Queensland, in common with many other places, remain instrumental and largely technocentric, 

focusing upon rapid recovery and reconstruction. In contrast, reduction, mitigation, and 

preparedness are neglected actions, while the cultural development of community resilience and 

adaptive capability is almost, if not totally, ignored. 

 

ACTING OTHERWISE 

The challenge for design professionals is to explore possibilities beyond traditional and pragmatic 

solutions; this by pre-empting and designing for future risk as an opportunity for redirective 

development strategy, as well as one that can build a culture of resilience and adaptability within 

communities seeking long-term sustainable futures in challenging times. 

The resilience of a community is often characterised into two forms. Hard resilience refers 

the strength of structures and institutions when placed under pressure, whereas soft resilience 

refers to the ability of a community to recover without fundamental changes to its structure and 

function.243  Such thinking needs to be replaced by methods that are far more relational. The more 

resilient a community, the less vulnerable it becomes; a community that is truly resilient has the 

socio-cultural means and psychological strength to cope with change proactively as well as 

reactively, qualities essential in determining long term survival.244 Vulnerability assessment and 

strategic planning strategies should be created out of the community and cooperatively designed 

with them so as to strengthen resolve and ‘relational resilience’ capability. This requires 

communities both gaining a detailed understanding of topography, planning, infrastructure, services, 

legal constraints, as well as a sound grasp of the natural and the artificial environments - together 

with the ability to examine existing socioeconomic and political structures of communities — so they 

may be transformed to better cope with disaster. 
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Beyond such pragmatics, resilience and adaption is indivisible from the development of 

community within and by the community (not the same as officially introduced ‘community 

development’). This requires the formation of a dialogical process that moves from a general 

discussion on the future to how specific and different futures can be valued, created, and sustained. 

Such action can be triggered by consideration of ‘design in time’ - that is: design in the medium of 

time combined with design urgency in the face of pressing problems. It also goes to the issue of 

learning from the past.  

Community itself should not only be the generator of future adaptive capacity and action 

but should also be enabled/enable itself to acquire a pre-emptive designed approach. This requires 

the creation of a process wherein appropriate design knowledge is developed in collaboration with 

appropriately informed design professionals willing and able to support the process. Such an 

approach needs a critical evaluation of all options, a willingness to explore new ideas and a 

recognition of the imperative of identifying and working with cultural difference of age, cultural 

attachment to place, change (modest and radical) and so on. Of particular concern is finding ways to 

adequately deal with questions of acting in the short term and purely instrumentally, as obstacles to 

establish mid and long-term sustainable solutions. More than this an openness to confront difficult 

yet essential questions is vital. Questions like: what needs to be designed, what should be 

eliminated, and what can be adapted? Likewise, how can developers be stopped from building for 

expanding populations in vulnerable locations, constructing highly inappropriate built environments 

vulnerable to future risk, whilst being encouraged to work with communities to create safe and 

sustainable alternatives? 

The designed approach presented here goes beyond retrofitting; to embrace the creation of 

new built environments better able to deal with climate impacts combined with metrofitting existing 

cities at risk. Metrofitting is conceived as a co-ordinated approach beyond the limitations of 

retrofitting, whereby governments, policy makers, industry, and individuals alike relationally co-

ordinate responses that are preventative and adaptive across all levels of the socioeconomic, the 

cultural, the constructed and the technical. Metrofitting acknowledges that which exists in a 

condition of structural unsustainability, addressing this in terms of adaptive capacity, to climate 

change, to population growth, to disaster, to displacement, to conflict, to social inequity, to political 

instability. It is the adaptive capacity of the social ecology of the city that is engaged and at stake 

here, not simply the restructuring of the built environment and its institutions.245 Prefigurative 

design for disassembly, modification, transportability, re-use, re-purposing, recycling and authentic 

extended lifecycles are just a few of the pre-emptive strategies that invite being embraced by 

professionals leading the way. Stepping outside preconceived, aestheticized and technocentric 
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agendas — embedded within the traditionally singular disciplinary practices of architecture, 

planning, interior and product — to recognise the relational complexity of ‘at risk’ communities, 

their long-term sustainable needs, and the establishment of social responsibility is essential.  

Our population centres do not exist in a constant state of equilibrium; they are inherently 

transitional and should be recognised as such. Designing appropriate strategies for this continuous 

state of flux is vital to ensure future adaptive capabilities for all population centres. The urban as 

adaptable relies not just upon an appropriate and sustainable material fabric, infrastructure, and a 

food producing natural environment. It also needs educational institutions with a curriculum focused 

upon long term adaptability and sustain-ability (including the utilization of local materials and 

craftsmanship, waste reduction and so on). But more than this it needs activities that bring people 

together to learn, share and care — the creation of these activities being of equal importance to 

seemingly more practical measures. The before mentioned actions of South East Queensland’s Mud 

Army demonstrate a local willingness and capacity to engage as a larger community of care after a 

disaster has occurred. Bringing the community together as prefigurative action towards adaptation 

is the next essential step in the process. 

 

THE WAY FORWARD 

With the increasing effects of climate change now impossible to ignore, Queensland cannot simply 

continue to throw good money after bad. Such quick-fix solutions in a never-ending cycle of short-

term replacement will likely be unaffordable in the years to come. As some of the world’s most 

financially privileged people, we have much to learn from some of the world’s most undeveloped 

nations. The people of Bangladesh have enabled themselves to adapt accordingly to their own 

unfolding crisis. In a heavily populated and low-lying country faced with severe annual monsoonal 

flooding, the effects of climate change are being faced head on by locals with low-tech solutions.246 

Here, farmers and villagers build embankments from soil and turf to hold back floodwaters and plant 

vegetation to ease erosion. With the help of volunteer organisations communities are lifting houses, 

protecting drinking water, planting vegetables on rooftops, and raising simple flood shelter zones for 

the protection of livestock, produce, possessions and people in times of flooding. All of this is made 

possible through a program of community education and training, under the guidance of local 

disaster preparedness committees. 247 

It is communities such as these; understanding the importance of prefigurative action and 

taking responsibility for their own futures, which are paving the way forward. Adaptability and 

resilience are being tackled from a bottoms-up perspective, with solutions that are practical, 

affordable, and achievable within communities of little means. 



 60 

There are some parallels that can be drawn here with Queensland since the 2010/11 floods 

in community engagement and education (although obviously backed with more substantial 

financial means). The Queensland Government and the Local Government “Association of 

Queensland Community Development Engagement Initiative” has been initiated across seventeen 

local councils. One such example is the “Gympie Get Ready” Resilience Program in which locals 

participate in workshops learning skills in preparedness and disaster management, resilience, 

emotional impact, adaptive leadership and best practice community engagement.248 Similar 

resilience building projects have been developed throughout Brisbane, Bundaberg and some of the 

worst hit regional communities across the state.249 Further initiatives such as Green Cross Australia’s 

‘Harden Up-Protecting Queensland’ website is a comprehensive database and community portal, 

providing information on thousands of historical weather events, community education, 

volunteering information, preparedness, emergency service information, and disaster connect; a 

social media initiative providing the latest up to date disaster information.250 

But perhaps the most vivid example of community adaptation in Queensland can be seen in 

the tiny town of Grantham. With a population of only 360 people, Grantham in the Lockyer Valley 

was one of the hardest hit in the January 2011 flood. 120 of its homes were destroyed, damaged 

beyond repair or severely inundated and many lives were tragically lost. An Australian first land 

swap initiative was devised to move the town to higher ground, and to date 88 blocks of land have 

been swapped between community and council, with more pending. All residents in low lying areas 

of the valley were offered the opportunity to move to higher ground, with the local council acquiring 

a large land parcel that was flood free, but still maintaining close physical connection to the existing 

township. The exercise required an involved and intense community consultation process which 

resulted in a Master Plan being developed within four months of initiation.251 The investment by 

council is estimated to be between $AU30 and 40 million and includes a new community centre, 

memorial parklands, show grounds and market place.252 

Along with the new construction process, the towns historic Butter Factory, which had been 

in neglected disuse since the 1970’s has now been handed back to the community by Rotary Club of 

Toowoomba South. The building served as an emergency centre immediately after the floods, as a 

rescue point and storage facility for donated goods. The building though was in need of serious 

retrofitting, with concrete cancer and asbestos linings to be dealt with and a replacement roof 

needed. But the historical and more importantly emotional connection of the building to what 

remained of the township was deemed too important to ignore. Restoration was made possible with 

larger community donations of 1.5 m in cash and another .5m($AU) in materials and kind. An 

estimated 3000 volunteer hours were donated to the project.253 The Butter Factory now serves as a 
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function centre, a gathering place and as recognition for a community that has rebuilt itself for a 

viable and resilient future. 

What is being created here is the fabric of a care structure underpinning community, which 

is essential for adaptive capacity and long-term viable futures. The design community and the 

people of Queensland can rise to these challenges; by tackling issues of resilience, adaptability, and 

long-term sustain-ability up-front, rather than waiting for the next crisis. The risks are predictable 

and can no longer be underestimated or ignored. The time to think and act beyond the immediate is 

now. 

 

POSTSCRIPT 

Ten years on and planning for the upgrade Somerset dam that feeds into Wivenhoe is still underway, 

with construction expected to commence until 2022.254 South East Queensland Water (Seqwater), a 

statutory authority of the Queensland Government, is considering varying options for an upgrade of 

between AU$325 - $881 million upgrade to raise the dam wall and significantly increase capacity. 

This is being considered in light of engineering studies that have identified a major failure would 

place up to 300,000 people at risk and causing up to AU$100 billion in damage.255 A class action was 

filed by 6,500 victims of the 2011 floods against Seqwater, Sunwater, and the Queensland 

Government, claiming that the Wivenhoe dam operators were negligent in their duties by not 

releasing water earlier to prevent the mass release undertaken to avoid the dam’s collapse.256 Whilst 

an appeal is ongoing, the case has been won, and partial settlement agreed upon. This landmark 

decision brings a further dimension to issues of responsibility in the face of future catastrophic 

events.   

 

2.3.5 REFLECTIONS ON THE REGIONAL 

 

The changing face of Australia’s settlements requires consideration of future conditions of risk that 

will arrive in each community. As the preceding paper has detailed, each state and region have 

distinct environments, built environments, typography, and weather conditions. Australia’s human 

settlements experience vulnerability across multiple dimensions. Some are vulnerable through 

economic disparity, sociospatial segregation and disconnection of communities. Others are 

vulnerable through overpopulation, suburban sprawl, and poor planning decisions. Many face issues 

of inappropriate siting and environmental degradation, and as a result, increased exposure to 

natural and human-made disasters, whilst climate change serves to exacerbate all of these issues, 
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placing Australia’s settlements at heightened levels of risk. Further, the COVID-19 pandemic has 

brought to light a whole new level of risk, necessitating a radical rethinking of how we live and 

interact within communities of all scales. Whilst some of Australia’s regions are experiencing rapid 

population growth, other smaller rural towns are in slow decline, with younger generations moving 

to larger cities. Both scenarios present evolving problems for communities, and individualised 

strategies based upon detailed local knowledge and experience within the larger global context of 

risk will be necessary for these communities moving forward.  

Designing for, adapting to, and planning for contingencies in the face of escalating risk 

requires an embedded resilience strategy within community. This requires the identification, not 

only of vulnerabilities, but of the strengths, skills, knowledge, advantages, and unique capacities of 

each community. Bringing the community together to address future risk prefiguratively is essential 

for informed long-term decision-making processes, and in reducing quick-fix, instrumental solutions 

that only serve to contribute to future vulnerabilities. To examine these issues in detail, the 

following chapter narrows from the regional context of Australia and Queensland to a focus upon 

the two selected case studies of Charleville and Mackay (refer to figure 1), to reflect upon issues of 

the local. 
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2.4 THE LOCAL CONTEXT    

 

2.4.1 INTRODUCING THE CASE STUDIES  

Nothing can be done unless, when the time is ripe, the people 
directly concerned are motivated and capable of acting. 257 

 — Ezio Manzini 

 
The case studies of Charleville and Mackay have been selected as representatives of the very 

different faces of Queensland and Australia’s rural and regional communities. Despite differences in 

population size, geography, environment, climate, economies, and the social make-up of the two 

places, both face significant challenges in the years to come. With environmental vulnerabilities, 

vulnerability to climate change, shifting populations, and economies dependent upon industries with 

uncertain futures, the critical importance of community resilience in both places comes to the 

forefront. However, the resilience of rural and regional areas is neglected in the literature in favour 

of examinations of city resilience, and therefore exists at a level of generalisation (as will be 

reviewed in “Chapter 3 (re)Thinking Resilience”).  

The contexts of both of these regional centres — one small, one large —are vastly different 

from more populous cities and vastly different from each other. It is essential, therefore, that 

resilience of these communities is studied at the level of the local—from local perspectives. It must 

at the same time, be recognised that both of these localities do not exist in isolation but are situated 

within the context of, and subject to, larger regional and global risks. This study does not set out to 

compare two very different places or attempt to apply a one-strategy-fits-all approach to building 

resilience. Instead, the intent is to understand the role of design within the context of community at 

the level of the local. 

Mackay and Charleville both demonstrate a range of vulnerabilities, some particular to their 

own situation, some particular to rural/regional areas, and some that are reflections of larger levels 

of global risk. Both centres are located in Queensland, and therefore subject to the same federal and 

state government legislations. However, despite being located in the same state, they are situated 

1000 kms apart. Charleville is located 750 kms west of Brisbane on the flat inland plains of South 

West Queensland. Mackay is located 950 kms north of Brisbane along the lower Great Barrier Reef 

coastline. Geographic, environmental, and climatic conditions, therefore, vary significantly between 

the two places. Both towns have a rich rural history. Charleville, situated on a permanent waterhole, 

was established in the 1860s along a stock route for sheep and cattle. Mackay was also established 

in the 1860s for pastoral opportunities and swiftly became one of Australia’s largest sugar-producing 

regions. Both of these places now act as service centres for their greater regional areas, with 
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regional hospitals, multiple government service departments and regional airports. Charleville, the 

largest town within the Shire of Murweh, has a Statistical Area Level 2 (SA2) population of close to 

4,300,258 whilst the population of Mackay Statistical Area Level 3 (SA3) is close to 116,800.259  

Charleville and Mackay are both sited on rivers that flood — Mackay on the Pioneer River 

and Charleville on the Warrego River. Due to their geographic locations and lay of the land, both 

centres experience flooding and weather events very differently. Charleville, with a warm climate 

and very low average rainfall, is subject to extensive periods of severe drought. The town is 

also subject to devastating slow rise flooding from the extensive inland catchment area of the 

Warrego River. Much of subtropical Mackay is low-lying and vulnerable to tropical cyclones, 

extreme weather events, flooding and drainage issues, sea-level rise, and storm surges.  

Charleville’s economy, once based upon the sheep industry, is now heavily dependent upon 

the struggling beef industry and seasonal tourism, both of which are highly vulnerable to a changing 

climate. The flow-on effect of struggling farmers extends to industries, including retail businesses in 

the town, which have been further affected by the impacts of online shopping. Charleville faces the 

additional threat of a declining population, with young people leaving for more lucrative work or 

education opportunities further afield. Mackay’s economy, traditionally based upon beef and sugar, 

has in recent years turned to mining and service industries for the Bowen Basin, which has seen a 

period of rapid growth, followed by economic downturn. This, in turn, has led to an increase in 

migratory population (particularly in terms of a drive-in-drive-out workforce), increasing house 

prices, and increasing investment in property, followed by a ‘correction’ in the market as the 

construction phases of the mining boom slowed and elevating levels of over-extension and financial 

risk. A changing workforce has also brought with it significant demographic and social change.  

This chapter introduces the context of the case studies, thereby setting the scene for the 

collection and analysis of primary data from both locations in order to delve into attitudes, 

understandings and lived experiences on the ground. The voices of representatives from the 

communities of Charleville and Mackay are brought to light in “Chapter 4 The Case Studies.” 
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 2.4.2 CHARLEVILLE  

Places are no longer isolated entities, but rather nodes in both short and 
long-distance networks, where the short networks generate and 

regenerate the local socio-economic fabric and the long ones connect a 
particular community to the rest of the world.260 

 — Ezio Manini  
 

2.4.2.1 BACKGROUND   

 

Charleville is a rural Queensland town approximately 750 kms west of Brisbane, situated in the 

Shire of Murweh. Charleville was established as a frontier town, situated on the Warrego River, 

with a permanent water hole at Gowrie’s crossing facilitating a major stock route between the 

states of New South Wales and Queensland. Due to its positioning, the resting place soon 

became a hub, with supply routes to ports Adelaide and Melbourne travelling via paddle 

steamers on the Darling and Goolwa Rivers, and from Sydney, Rockhampton, and later Brisbane 

via overland routes. The town’s first hotel was established in 1865, followed by the 

establishment of the Cobb and Co. Stagecoach Company in 1876.261  

Charleville, named after a town in Ireland, was formally gazetted in 1868 and laid out 

by a government surveyor, W.A Tully, in the standard English grid pattern of the time along the 

banks of Warrego River. Tully used a sand ridge parallel to the river to establish the grid as a 

north-easterly continuation of the stock route from Cunnamulla (refer to figures 1 and 2). The 

town’s main street, Alfred, was named to commemorate a visit by the Duke of Edinburgh, 

whilst others were named after well-known Australian explorers. Cutting through the town 

diagonally is Bradley’s Gully, a flood liable and roughly cleared watercourse.262  

As is typical in Queensland towns, Charleville grew around government buildings, the 

town lock-up, the courthouse, the town hall, and numerous pubs.263 Early buildings were 

primarily of timber construction with iron roofs, and many have been lost to fires over the 

years. These have been gradually replaced with newer structures, some with art deco facades 

and others with an eclectic mix of architectural styles. In appearance, Charleville today is a 

quintessential Australian rural town, with numerous heritage buildings, including Historic 

House Museum (formally the Queensland National Bank), the railway station, and Hotel 

Coronis (refer to figures 3 and 4).264 One of the town’s most noticeable features is its very wide 

streets, designed originally to accommodate bullock teams turning their wagons. Once dirt, 

they are now bitumen, and whilst some planted median strips have been added, heat islanding 

in the town is an issue today (refer to figures 5 and 6).  
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Whilst small in population, the town was crucial in linking north, south, east, and west, 

and soon became what Mumford would describe as a focus of civilisation and culture.265 When 

Cob and Co. company expanded and moved its entire operation to Charleville, the town 

became a manufacturing centre, encouraging an influx of artisans. Where initially men had 

outnumbered women, by the 1870s families, many having moved from the cities, made 

Charleville home. Development was rapid with the need for schooling, amenities, and services, 

and with many men absent through itinerate work, women took on community networking 

roles.266 

Departments such as police, lands, post and telegraph, public works, railways and banks 

established offices and formal local government was first established in 1880.267 Much of 

Charleville was established upon speculation, with businessmen often combining storekeeper, 

publican, and grazier roles.268 As was typical of many Australian towns, businesses typical of an 

English market town were also established, including a brewery and a diary in the 1880s, 

despite the poor soil, poor water quality and drought conditions.269 Drought and flood also 

regularly affected the towns supply chains. Some residents tried to establish orchids somewhat 

unsuccessfully, but fruit was generally an expensive import, and with diary proving not viable, 

goats’ milk was the alternative. With a staple diet of flour and mutton, scurvy was an ongoing 

issue in the town into the twentieth century, where it was later counteracted by vegetables 

grown in Chinese gardens along the Warrego River, which remained in operation until the 

1950s.270 A hospital was established in 1885, soon followed in 1887 by a Church of England and 

a Catholic Church, prior to which clergy had only visited occasionally.271  

In 1889, an artesian bore was tapped, prior to which water was taken from the river or 

private wells.272 The bore strike significantly improved the town’s prosperity, with enough 

water for a town if 70,000 people.273 In 1889, the towns largest building, the Schools of Arts 

(originally the Working Men’s Club), was established with an extensively stocked library as a 

place of reading, improvement, gathering, and meeting, and an alternative to the towns 

numerous hotels. Coinciding with the establishment of the railway line to Brisbane in 1888, the 

social fabric of the town was significantly altered.274 With workers unions strengthening, in 

1891, Charleville became an important place for political engagement, when during the 

Shearers Strike, the town’s population backed strikers in street demonstrations and closed 

ranks against the government troops sent in to stop the strikes.275 

The Great Western Carrying Company established a transport hub in the 1890s and an 

industrial precinct developed around the railway and bore. Even in the early days of 

settlement, global economics and fluctuating demands for meat and fleece greatly affected the 
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town’s economy.276 Overseas markets for wool fell in the 1890s, and a boiling down works was 

established, using sheep for tallow used in candles and soap to sell around the country and 

overseas. The business eventually failed, as did a local meatworks set up to sell meat via 

refrigerated railway cars to cold stores in Brisbane, with the frozen product proving unpopular. 

The railway itself was highly popular until road transport, airlines, and bus travel eventually 

took over, and the rail for freight and passengers’ utilisation declined. The Westlander train to 

Brisbane currently operates twice a week, whilst freight services are now all by road. The town 

also has a rich aviation history, with Qantas establishing the first regular airmail route in 

Australia between Charleville and Cloncurry in 1922. The airport, initially established as a 

secret base for 3500 American personnel in WWII, now services the entire region and forms a 

major base for the Royal Flying Doctor’s Service.  

The population of Murweh Shire peaked in the 1960s at approximately 7,800 residents 

and has gradually declined since then.277 Today, Charleville is a popular stopover for tourists 

travelling the outback, with numerous motels, hotels, and caravan parks for visitors. It is 

situated on the Natural Sciences Loop and is known for its Cosmos Centre Observatory and 

storytelling of the night sky from Greek, Egyptian, Native American, Japanese, African, 

Greenland and Aboriginal Australian cosmology.278 Charleville is also home to a significant bilby 

conservation and breeding program, maintaining genetic diversity and introducing bilbies into 

the specially managed predator-proof fenced zone at Currawinya National Park.279 Tours of the 

WWII Secret Base, Royal Flying Doctor’s base, Historic House Museum, the Outback Native 

Timber Walk and Warrego River Walk, and numerous surrounding national parks are also 

popular with visitors to the area.280 
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Figure 2 Visitor map of Charleville. 
Map by Murweh Shire Council. 
Reproduced from  
https://www.experiencecharlevill
e.com.au.

Figure 3 Arial view of Charleville. 
Map by Murweh Shire Council. 
Reproduced from 
https://www.murweh. 
qld.gov.au/services/town-map.
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2.4.2.2 ENVIRONMENT 

Charleville is located at the top of the Murray-Darling Basin on the Warrego River, with its source in 

the Carnarvon Range. The Warrego flows through the Mulga Lands bioregion of Queensland and 

New South Wales, primarily flat semi-arid inland plains. The river is an important breeding place for 

silver perch and supplies water to over 300,000 hectares of important wetlands and waterbird 

breeding sites, and waterholes, twelve of which hold national environmental significance (refer to 

figures 7, 8, 9 and 10). The river and its tributaries flow intermittently with seasonal rainfall, and in 

dry seasons waterholes become places of refuge for waterbirds and fish, including the Murray cod, 

listed under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999. Further, the 

waterholes are significant Aboriginal cultural sites. The Warrego catchment is home to, or borders, 

the traditional lands of the Bidjara, Gwamu/Kooma, Gunggari/Kungari, Kunja, Mandandanji, 

Mardigan and Murrawarri nations who have lived in the area for over 25,000 years and to whom the 

river is linked to livelihood, history, and culture.281  

Charleville Statistical Area Level 2 (SA2) has a total land area of 40,700 sq kms, of which 

protected environment areas, parks and forests cover 840 sq kms.282The predominant vegetation is 

mulga shrubland, with areas of brigalow in the north interspersed with other tree species. Shallow 

groundwater in alluvial and sandstone aquifers is heavily saline, with evaporation high in the area 

and groundwater mainly drawn from the deeper Great Artesian Basin. Land use is primarily grazing 

of cattle and sheep for wool production, with only minimal irrigated crops, including cotton and 

some food crops, as groundwater resources are of poor water quality and therefore not suitable for 

large-scale irrigation.283 Fruit and vegetables are primarily shipped from external sources to the 

local IGA supermarket, and a separate roadside stall is set up on a weekly basis in Charleville, 

supplied by fresh produce shipped by road from the Brisbane markets hundreds of kilometres 

away. Once primarily a sheep grazing area, with downturns in the wool industry over many years, 

the town’s economy is now heavily dependent upon the local beef industry, which faces times 

of uncertainty in a changing climate. With temperatures predicted to increase by the global 

scientific community throughout the next century, the beef industry will become increasingly 

vulnerable to times of extended drought, with a flow-on effect of economic vulnerability 

throughout the township itself.284 

Charleville has a sub-tropical continental climate. Summers in the town are dry and hot, with 

January mean temperatures ranging from 35.2°C during the day to 21.9°C overnight. Winter days 

are mild and sunny with mean temperatures of 19.7°C, followed by cool nights of 4.3°C. On average, 

the region receives only 486 mm of rainfall each year with very little rainfall in winter and is 
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therefore subject to periods of severe and prolonged drought.285 Maximum temperatures reach past 

40°C in summer, whilst minimum temperatures fall below freezing in winter.286 Charleville, along 

with much of Western Queensland and News South Wales, has a long history of extended droughts, 

dating back to records by Australia’s Bureau of Meteorology of ‘The Federation Drought’ of 1895 

that lasted seven years, and all but wiped out the newly formed Commonwealth’s sheep and cattle 

industries. At the time, the government of New South Wales declared February 26, 1902, a day of 

"humiliation and prayer" for rain. Queensland’s Chief Meteorologist, Clement Lindley Wragge, took a 

different approach and turned to technology, having discovered an invention used by grape growers 

in northern Italy to dispel hailstorms into rain, the Stiger Vortex Gun. Wragge theorised that by firing 

shells at clouds, a vortex would form to release rain, thereby ending the drought in Queensland. 

Charleville was chosen as a test location, with vortex guns placed around the town, but 

unsurprisingly the experiment was a failure. Several of the guns were restored remain as an 

attraction in one of Charleville’s parks today as a poignant reminder of the town’s fraught 

relationship with the weather.287 

Despite the town’s low annual rainfall and history of drought, Charleville is also subject 

to severe and devastating flooding. The Warrego River catchment covers an area of 65,000 

kms, with other systems including the Nive, Ward and Langlo Rivers joining the Warrego above 

Charleville. Channelling vast volumes of water from low lying inland plains, the Warrego has a 

long record of flooding, with records dating back to 1910.288 With the Warrego on one edge of 

the town, and Bradley’s Gully with its own catchment zone running through the centre of 

Charleville, the town is subject to multi-dimensional flood issues. The most significant flood in 

recent history was in April 1990, where 3,000 residents were evacuated, mainly by air, to the 

safety of a tent-city. The Warrego reached a peak of 8.54 meters, destroying road and rail 

networks and inundating 80% of the township. Almost 1,500 homes were impacted, and of those, 

1,180 houses were inundated (refer to figure 11).289 Further significant flooding has been 

recorded in 1956, 1997, 2008, 2010, and 2012. The see-saw effect of flood and drought is 

demonstrated when in January 2014, the town was declared drought-stricken only two years 

after the floods of 2012 that had ended the previous drought lasting more than eight years.290  

After the 1990 flood, an automatic rainfall and river height monitoring station was installed 

on the Warrego. The 2008 flood however, was the result of Bradley’s Gully overflowing through 

the township, and 2010 saw the evacuation of approximately one-third of the population with 

floodwaters from the gully cutting through the town centre.291 In recent years, over AU$20 million 

has been spent on flood mitigation in the form of river levee banks, channels and a series of 

flood gates in attempts to keep the town safe from future flooding, both from the Warrego and 
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Bradley’s Gully.292 The levee bank, which has held in recent floods, is designed to accommodate 

the record 1990 flood level. Any volumes of water above this level could result once again in 

the town’s inundation (refer to figures 12, 13, 14, 15 and 16).293 

Additional environmental risks in the region include bushfires, which are infrequent events 

requiring specific climatic sequences.294 Major fires events causing property damage occurred 

around the Charleville area in 1911, 1918, 1950, 1951, 2011 and 2013, the most significant being 

fires in 1951 that burnt over 28,000 sq kms of land around the Charleville, Adavale, Augathella, 

Cunnamulla, Thargomindah and Wyandra areas and caused significant property loss. This led to a 

shift from reactive firefighting to active prevention of fires in the region, using heavy machinery to 

construct firebreaks and the introduction of aerial fire identification services.295 The area has also 

faced significant environmental pest issues, with rabbits first found in the area in 1887, and 

over the years, plagues of caterpillars and locusts. Stock movement of hard hoofed animals has 

led to soil erosion soil, and occasionally goats have inundated the town. Wild dogs have also 

caused significant losses over the years in the wool industry, which is an ongoing issue in the 

region.
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Figure 8  The Warrego River in times of drought 
forms a series of waterholes. Photo by Author. 

Figure 9  The Warrego crossing at Charleville on the  
Mitchell Highway leading to Augathella. The levee bank 
protecting the town is in the background. Photo by Author. 

Figure 10  The Warrego waterholes are crucial for 
native wildlife. Photo by Author. 

Figure 11  The Warrego is a critical habitat for 
waterbirds and fish. Photo by Author. 

(Figures clockwise from top)
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Figure 12  Aerial view of flooding in Charleville in April 1990 
prior to construction of the levee. Photo by Murweh Shire Council. 
Reproduced from https://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-04-19/ 
charleville-floods-in-south-west-queensland-in-1990/6404104?nw=0. 

Figure 13  The Flood Levee in Charleville in February 2012.  
Photo by Luke Kleidon. Reproduced from https://www.abc.net.au/ 
news/2012-02-04/flood-levee-in-charleville/3811608.

Image Removed

Image Removed





76 

2.4.2.3 SOCIAL ECONOMY 

The population of Charleville (SA2) currently sits close to 4,300 people and is in gradual 

decline. Based upon negative growth rates from the last decade, it is expected that the 

population will decrease to approximately 3,900 by 2026 and 3,600 by 2041. Currently, the 

median age in Charleville is thirty-eight, slightly higher than the Queensland average, with over 

16% of the population aged over sixty-five.296 The town’s resident population is aging faster 

than that of Queensland on average, with the percentage of people over sixty-five expected to 

increase to 21% by 2036.297 Close to 13% of residents identify as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 

Islander, a figure significantly higher than the Queensland average of 4% of the total resident 

population.298 Whilst on the rise, the number of residents that were born overseas is only 7% (a 

figure significantly lower than the Queensland average of 22%), with 5% of Charleville residents 

speaking a language other than English at home.299 Religious affiliations are primarily of Christian 

faith, with close to 73%of residents acknowledging a Christian religion, whilst 16% of residents claim 

no religious affiliation.  

Most families in the region are comprised of couples with children at nearly 40%, with 

single-parent families gradually on the increase at 8%.300 Education facilities include a state primary 

and high school, a Catholic primary school, a school for distance education servicing extensive and 

remote rural properties, and a small Technical and Further Education (TAFE) facility, with sporadic 

course offerings. Close to 45% of residents achieved year eleven or twelve as their highest level of 

schooling, whilst 47% have a certificate, diploma, bachelor degree or higher.301 With no university 

students who undertake degree courses do so through remote learning or move to the city for 

university offerings. The area’s crime rates are slightly higher than the state average, with 483 

reported offences in 2019–20.302  

Most of Charleville’s residents live in stand-alone houses, with 36% of these wholly owned, 

and the rate of homelessness in the area significantly lower than the Queensland average.303 House 

prices are in the area are low. As of 2018, Murweh Shire had a median house valuation of just over 

AU$125,000 — $330,000 lower than the median valuation in Queensland. This figure is on the 

decline, having dropped from AU$176,000 in 2014.304 Mortgages and rents are also affordable 

compared to most of Queensland, with an average mortgage of close to AU$1000 per month and 

average rent on a three-bedroom house at approximately AU$210 per week. Current building 

approvals are slow, with only three approvals for new dwelling construction in 2020, dropping 

from the previous year and demonstrating the effects of a gradually declining population.305  

The area demonstrates a fluctuating economy with the gross regional product (GRP) of 

Murweh Shire at AU$250 million in 2019, a decrease of 3.4% from the previous year, and in 
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gradual decline since 2012. Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing was the highest value-added 

industry generating around AU$42 million in 2019, with finance and insurance generating 

AU$25 million and health care generating AU$10.4 million. Tourism accounted for $9.5 million in 

total value added in 2019, a figure that has been gradually declining since 2015. Agriculture also 

had the largest number of registered businesses at close to 48%, with livestock slaughtering 

accounting for 97% of agricultural output and wool at only 1.4%. Interestingly, the “COVID-19 

Economic Outlook Tool” estimates that Murweh Shire’s GRP will increase by close to 18% in the 

September quarter of 2020, compared to the same quarter in 2019. This is in stark contrast to the 

projections for Queensland as a whole. Whilst some job losses from COVID-19 are expected in 

accommodation and food services, transport, and arts and recreation, jobs overall are forecast to 

grow by around 6%, predominately in agriculture. 306 

Charleville’s unemployment rate currently sits at 5.4%, lower than the current 

Queensland average of 6.4%.307 The top five industry subdivisions of employment are agriculture at 

over 16%, education at 9%, public administration at close to 8%, hospitals at 7% and food 

manufacturing at close to 6%.308 The median total family income of $77,480 per year is significantly 

lower than the state average of $86,372, with 11.3% of families deemed as low-income families.309 

The area as classified as very remote by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS),310 and public 

transport in the area is minimal, with most people travelling to work by car at nearly 63%, whilst 

10% travel by bike or walk.311 Just over 70% of the population of Charleville have internet access at 

home.312 The Index of Relative Socio-Economic Disadvantage, generated by the ABS, measures social 

and economic conditions across Australia with a focus on low-incomes, lower education attainment, 

high unemployment and dwellings without motor vehicles. Charleville residents rank close to 44% in 

the most disadvantaged quintile (a significantly higher number than the state average), 41% in the 

second-lowest quintile, 0% in the third, 15% in the fourth, and 0% in the least disadvantaged quintile 

(a significantly lower number than the state average).313  

There is a very high level of engagement within the community of Charleville, with over 25% 

of the population undertaking regular voluntary work.314 The community is kept actively informed 

through a regularly updated Facebook page administered by Murweh Shire Council with a following 

of 2,500 residents,315 and a “Charleville Plus More” community information hub on Facebook with 

over 4,300 followers.316 Both pages cover a broad range of topics from upcoming weather warnings, 

sporting and community events, business information, available grant information, community 

news, health and COVID-19 updates. An extensive range of sporting clubs and facilities, horse-racing 

club, Charleville and South West Queensland Show Society, the Cultural Association, multiple 

community groups, school committees, and community volunteering provide a wide range of 
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networks in the rural town. How the community engage with these activities and understand the 

social fabric of the town will be unpacked through surveys and interviews undertaken with 

community, business, and government representatives of Charleville in “Chapter 4 The Case 

Studies.” 

2.4.2.4 VULNERABILITIES AND OPPORTUNITIES 

Despite the remoteness of the town and the significant history of drought and devastating flooding, 

the residents of Charleville have steadfastly survived these challenges. With the new flood levee and 

systems in place, there are increased levels of confidence in flood mitigation. In 2008 the National 

Climate Change Adaptation Research Facility undertook a study of vulnerability, resilience, and 

adaptive capacity, comparing impacts and adaption in both Charleville and Mackay after the 2008 

floods. Charleville was affected by the slow rise flooding of Bradley’s Gully, peaking at 3.1 meters in 

January, after persistent and widespread rains.317 The research was undertaken through structured 

surveys of residents and businesses affected by the floods along with some additional interviews 

with institutions and analysed with mixed-method techniques. The study found that Charleville 

residents displayed high levels of resilience with strong personal networks, high levels of 

participation in community activities, and a strong sense of belonging, with residents taking on 

personal responsibility for flood preparations.318 Charleville businesses were also found to 

understand levels of risk and actively discuss and source information on flooding. There were high 

levels of commitment from residents and businesses to remain in the community irrespective of 

potential future flood events.319 The community was also found to have confidence in local 

governance and community groups for their levels of preparedness.320 The Murweh Shire Council 

has adapted its town plan for flooding, with the industrial area outside the flood zone and new 

commercial premises required to have an upstairs area or evacuation plan in place. New houses also 

need to be constructed 300 mm above the 1997 flood height, as well as the Council accommodating 

the Queensland one in one-in-one-hundred-year flood level guidelines.321 However, whilst resilience 

was deemed high in the study’s findings, there were limitations found to adaptive capacity in the 

town, with only 32% of residents and 57% of businesses with flood insurance. This led to the study 

finding Charleville residents displayed a high social capacity in terms of resilience but a weaker 

economic capacity.322 

 Flooding is not the only significant challenge faced by the people of Charleville. Following 

long periods of prolonged drought affecting the beef sector, there has been a gradual decline in the 

GRP, with a flow on effect of economic downturn leading to business and retail closures within the 
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town itself. Major retailers Target and Crazy Clarks closed doors in 2014 along with smaller outlets, 

leaving empty retail shopfronts. Online shopping has exacerbated this issue with declining local 

sales. The town’s hotels have also struggled to survive, undergoing multiple sales and closures in 

recent years. The wide streets designed for the bullock trains are now bitumen, and despite the 

addition of median strips on some streets, street planting and shading in the town is minimal, 

leading to significant heat islanding issues on summer days exacerbated by a warming climate. 

Industries such as seasonal tourism are crucial to the area, and a vibrant town centre is crucial to 

attracting tourism. Whilst a charming and welcoming rural town, Charleville’s town centre is due for 

significant revitalisation.  

With a gradually declining population, such vulnerabilities could potentially escalate further 

without further diversification and a rethinking of the future of the town. As will be brought to light 

through interviews and surveys analysed in ‘Chapter 4 The Case Studies,’ the people of Charleville 

have significant long-term concerns around the closure of businesses, young people leaving for 

education and employment opportunities, and the town’s ageing and declining population, 

expressing concern for a dying town. Drought and a warming climate also come to the forefront 

in a town so dependent upon the beef industry for its survival. Then there are future concerns 

surrounding increasing fresh food prices, increasing costs of living, and concern for health 

services due to the remoteness of the town location.  

COVID-19 has brought with it some unexpected opportunities for the town. There has 

not been a single recorded case of the virus in South West Queensland, drawing tourists who 

can no longer travel overseas back to the region.323 Further, with havoc in worldwide supply 

chains, the local goat processing facility typically exporting product overseas has taken 

advantage of the gap in the local market to supply fresh produce to Brisbane, for which there 

has been a significant uptake. With goats easily adaptable to the environmental conditions of 

the region, the industry is on the rise despite the pandemic.324 It is opportunities such as these 

that Charleville will need to look to in the future, with significant environmental concerns, the 

effects of natural disasters combined with climate change, a gradually declining population, 

and a fragile economy set to create further vulnerabilities in years to come. The community of 

Charleville has proved highly capable of meeting challenges in the past. “Chapter 4 The Case 

Studies” will examine how prepared the community is to meet the challenges of the future.  
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2.4.3 MACKAY 

In this new global dynamic, all cities, small and large, need to reassess and 
rethink their role and positioning – regionally, nationally and globally. This 

challenges cities to think their opportunities and problems with ingenuity 
and to review their assets – or lack of them. 325 

— Charles Landry 

2.4.3.1 BACKGROUND 

Mackay is a regional city in Queensland, located on the east coast of the state, approximately 

950kms north of Brisbane. The city is sited on the Pioneer River on the Coral Sea coastline and 

is flanked by the lower Great Barrier Reef. Administered by the Mackay Regional Council, the city 

was named after John Mackay, who explored the area searching for northern grazing land in 1860 

and established Green Mountain cattle station in 1862. The area is home to the traditional lands of 

the Yuibera, Kungalburra, Toolginburra and Googaburra nations, with whom there was conflict at 

the time of settlement and the parcelling out of land.326  

As was the case in Charleville and many Queensland towns at the time, the Irish town 

surveyor Thomas Fitzgerald laid out a grid of streets on the banks of the river in 1863, and by 1864 

the surrounding valley was divided into land for pastoralists (refer to figures 17 and 18).327 Streets 

were named after British literary figures, Fitzgerald’s superiors, the Royal family, and Brisbane and 

Sydney.328 Despite a significant cyclone striking the area in 1864, resulting in sustained damage to 

the new settlement and a further flood in 1870, over the next few years, the settlement grew rapidly 

along the river. A bonded store was established along with public facilities and services. Throughout 

the late 1860s to 1870s Catholic and Anglican churches were constructed, along with a primary 

school, and multiple hotel licences were issued. Municipal government began in 1869, and the 

population of Mackay township tripled.329  

Whilst initially established as a pastoral area, sugar cane quickly became the dominant local 

industry. The first sugar cane was planted in 1863 at Pioneer Plantation on the north of the river by 

John Spiller and John Crees, and a home-made mill established.330 Soon after, the surveyor Fitzgerald 

and John Davidson, secured a large area of land, Alexandra, where they built a steam-power 

crushing mill.331 The pair indentured thirty Pacific Islander labourers in 1867. By 1874 the Mackay 

district had sixteen mills across both sides of the river, and the port was expanded. Hardships for 

those working in the fields included not only health battles but dealing with snakes and crocodiles.332 

By 1875 there were approximately 1,000 indentured labourers in the fields. The same year a rust 

outbreak in the sugar cane halved sugar production overnight and saw many early plantation 

owners walk away, with the industry taking years to recover.333 The sudden downturn led to a search 
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for alternative staples, reorganisation of the sugar industry and adoption of more scientific modes of 

cultivation and financial control, and by 1883, sugar production was booming again, with significant 

investment from the cities.  

The sugar industry has always been heavily politicised. In 1883 Samuel Griffith, leader of the 

new state administration, pledged to abolish the use of indentured labour. Planters rallying against 

the potential loss of cheap labour and government fees formed a separation league and pushed for 

the formation of a separate northern State.334 However, a Royal Commission in 1885 put a halt to 

recruiting Pacific Islanders for cheap indentured labour from 1890, and the push for a separate State 

became factionalised and ineffectual.335 By 1888 the sugar industry was stagnant, with drought 

affecting yields, soil exhaustion, old technology and rising interest rates.336 Mackay was a principal 

rum producing area in 1885, but five years later, Bundaberg had cornered the rum-making industry. 

Dairy, coffee, rice, and tobacco were all experimented with but not successfully.  

Even in the early years, the volatility of the sugar industry led to the recognition of the need 

for further diversification in the area. The decade of the 1890s saw a struggling industry and 

economy, leading to the revoking of the exclusion of indentured labour in 1892 though few took up 

the offer, having filled many positions with Japanese and Italian workers. Large plantations were 

sub-divided, mills were improved, and better farming practises put in place. Following Federation in 

1901, the growth of trade unions in Queensland was significant; however, Mackay lagged behind, 

with its economy heavily concentrated on sugar and cheap foreign labour.337 By 1907 the Australian 

Sugar Producers Association was formed to protect producers interests against high costs of ‘white 

labour,’ and the Australian Sugar Workers Union was created in opposition to improve rates and 

conditions. By 1910, the union amalgamated with the Australian Workers Association bringing Labor 

politics to Mackay, and by 1911 workers were striking, leading to federal laws addressing wages and 

conditions.338  

The town itself continued to develop, with an iron bridge over the Pioneer River opened in 

1888, a Harbour Board established, a new Customs building, and telephone exchange, with 

reticulated water laid in 1899.339 In 1898 another cyclone, Eline, caused extensive damage to Mackay 

and the diversion of the river mouth. The river, previously heading south behind the township, now 

cut straight through to the ocean east of the town.340 A new town hall, high school, and private 

hospital opened just before World War I.341 Troops returning home in 1918 brought with them 

Spanish Flu, with at least 40 deaths recorded in Mackay, whilst other diseases also increased, 

including diphtheria, typhoid, infantile paralysis.342 In the same year, the great cyclone of 1918 

passed directly over the town, bringing an eight-meter tidal surge, flooding the town.343 Wharves 

and stores were lost and 75% of structures (constructed mostly from timber and galvanised iron) 
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damaged, and crops and mills destroyed. With approximately 10,000 people living in the region, the 

town was isolated for four days, and thirty people lost their lives.344 Despite the devastation, the 

town was rebuilt once again, under the leadership of local government member William Forgan 

Smith, who went on to become QLD Premier. 

The 1920s saw the opening of the railway linking Mackay to Brisbane and Rockhampton and 

the construction of a new base hospital. This decade also saw a large migrant influx into the region 

from Malta.345 In the 1930s, a power station was constructed, along with a new cyclone-resistant 

outer harbour scheme, and a new Sydney St bridge over the Pioneer River. Local tourism also 

commenced, taking visitors to the nearby Whitsunday Islands and Brampton Island on the Great 

Barrier Reef. By the 1940s, WWII halted growth in the region, and labour shortages slowed sugar 

production in the area. A post-war expansion followed with the outer harbour converted to bulk 

loading facilities for sugar, fertilizer, and grain in the late 1950s. Record flooding in 1958 led to 

extensive flood drainage infrastructure undertaken in the city centre in the 1960s and 1970s.346 The 

1970s also saw the construction of an export coal port at Hay Point, just south of the city. The port 

services the open cut coking coal mines in the Bowen Basin — the largest coal reserves in Australia 

— 150 kms southwest of Mackay.347 With the city growing rapidly, the 1970s and early 1980s saw 

decentralisation from the original CBD with the opening of the Caneland and Mount Pleasant 

shopping centres. This led to a gradual downturn in traditional, locally owned retail shops, as is seen 

regularly in regional centres across Australia.348 A significant regional entertainment centre was also 

constructed in the 1980s. 

Modern Mackay has seen a revitalisation program along the river, with the Bluewater 

Lagoon providing multiple public swimming lagoons and the Bluewater Trail constructed to engage 

people with the river. Mackay City, Mirani Shire and Sarina Shire councils amalgamated to form 

Mackay Regional Council in 2008 and in recent years, a major revitalisation project of the CBD has 

been undertaken to encourage people back into the city centre.349 Mackay has an eclectic mix of 

architecture reflecting its rich history and is home to numerous important heritage-listed buildings 

and its significant art-deco style architecture (refer to figures 19, 20, 21 and 22).350 Today the city is 

still known as the sugar capital of Australia, with the region producing more than one-third of 

Australia’s sugar cane. Mackay is also known as the gateway to the Bowen Basin, the largest 

coal reserve in the country, and the Galilee Basin, situated only a few hours away. The city has 

become a central hub for service companies to the mining industry in recent years, with mining 

becoming the largest contributor to the region’s economy. Sugar cane is exported through 

Mackay Harbour, while coal is shipped through the nearby terminals of Hay Point and 

Dalrymple Bay. The regional local government area has been one of the fastest growing in 
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Queensland through the last decade, fuelled by the growth in the resource sector and its 

associated construction, manufacturing, engineering and logistics services.351  
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Figure 18 Town Map of Mackay 
surveyed with a grid pattern street 
layout along the Pioneer River. Map 
by Local Guide Signs. Reproduced 
from https://www.localguidesigns. 
com.au/mackaytourism.php. 

Figure 19 Aerial View of Mackay. 
Map by Frontier SI and NGIS.  
Reproduced from  
https://www.coastalrisk.com.au.

Image Removed

Image Removed



 85 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 20 Mackay’s heritage listed 
Town Hall built in 1912. Photo by 
Author. 
 
Figure 21 Heritage listed 
Queensland National Bank Building, 
Mackay. Designed by Frederick 
Herbert Faircloth in 1923. Photo by 
Author.  
 
Figure 22 One of Mackay’s many Art 
Deco buildings. Wide Bay Australia 
House, Mackay, built in 1942. Photo 
by Author. 
 
Figure 23 Mackay‘s CBD, with an 
eclectic mix of architecture 
reflecting the city’s history. Photo by 
Author. 
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2.4.3.2 ENVIRONMENT 

Mackay Statistical Area Level 3 (SA3) covers over 7,600 sq kms, of which protected environmental 

areas make up 1,600 sq kms, the largest Eungella National Park.352 Mackay is located on the Pioneer 

River, one of the few ‘blue-water’ rivers in Queensland, with a catchment area of approximately 

1500 sq kms. The river flows east from the Clarke Range and Conner’s Range and is joined by 

Blacks and Cattle Creek.353 The river flows into the World-Heritage Great Barrier Reef Marine 

Park and, therefore, falls under the “Reef 2050 Water Quality Improvement Plan.” Water quality 

targets have been set to reduce the amounts of fine sediments, nitrogen, phosphorous, and 

pesticides flowing into the reef, with primary land use in the catchment grazing (32%), forestry 

(mainly hardwood timbers at 22%), and sugarcane (22%).354 Water quality is also influenced by 

runoff and pollution from residential, industrial, and commercial areas. 

The upper catchment of the Pioneer River is predominately national parks, forests, and state 

forests. The lower wetlands and creeks provide important habitat for estuarine and freshwater 

species of fish and birds. The estuarine areas also support mangroves, saltmarsh and seagrass, 

marine turtles, marine mammals, and fish. Water run-off in the upper catchment is high, with 

moderate to high rainfalls, a granite base, and steep terrain. Native vegetation affects water-flow 

through the catchment, slowing its progress and allowing feeding of groundwater aquifers whilst 

reducing erosion. The lower catchment has areas of alluvium, allowing for greater water absorption 

and feeding of groundwater systems. Much of the catchment has been cleared over the years for 

rural and urban land-use, and whilst some had regrown, this results in increased volume and speed 

of runoff which adds to erosion and sediment being carried downstream. The Teemburra Dam, 

constructed in 1997 for both irrigation and town water, releases into the Pioneer River and Cattle 

Creek. There are also numerous rural farm dams that modify natural flow patterns. Artificial 

channels and canals have been added in the lower catchment for agriculture, whilst buildings, 

infrastructure, creek crossings, and roads create barriers and hard surfaces leading to channelling.355 

Mackay’s climate is tropical and humid, with hot summers, and January mean temperatures 

ranging from 30.2°C during the day to 23.6°C overnight. In July, days have a mean temperature of 

21.4°C, dropping to 13.1°C at night. On average, the region receives 1595 mm of rainfall each year, 

mainly from December to March, and is subject to tropical lows and cyclone events.356 Intense 

rainfall along the ranges can cause a river rise in Mackay within ten hours. 357 Significant flood 

events have been recorded in 1918, 1958, 1970, 1978, 1979, 1980, 1990, 2008, 2010, 2017358 

Whilst levee construction began in the 1960s, the current levee is relatively low, built to the 

maximum flood height experienced in 1958 (refer to figures 23, 24, 25 and 26).359 The inadequacy 
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of the levee was demonstrated in 2008 when flooding affected over 2000 homes(refer to figure 

27).360 A flood warning system for the Pioneer River issues predictions of flooding expected to 

exceed seven meters, providing three to nine hours warning of flooding events. The installation of 

real-time ALERT flood reporting allows for earlier prediction to be made.361 A significant issue in 

Mackay, however, is drainage, as the city is extremely low and flat, and rises in the river level 

may create a backflow effect in the city, even when the river has not reached its levee banks, 

requiring the sandbagging of businesses (refer to figures 28 and 29).  

Situated on the east coast of Queensland, Mackay is also at significant risk from tropical 

cyclones and their associated extreme winds, rain, and storm surge inundation. Since 1862, 

forty-eight cyclones have crossed the coast within 150kms of the city. The most damaging of 

these was in 1918, which claimed thirty lives.362 The storm surge that inundated low-lying and 

coastal areas of the city to a depth of 2.3 meters destroyed over 1000 buildings.363 Risk 

assessment of Mackay has identified that a storm tide equivalent to the 1918 event would now 

inundate over 4000 buildings in the city.364 Further, Mackay is particularly vulnerable to sea-

level rise (refer to figures 30, 31 and 32). With predicted sea level rises by 2100, it is estimated 

that 20% of Mackay’s total current building stock will be affected (refer to figures 33 and 34).365 

This figure is estimated from sea level rise alone and does not include additional storm surges, 

increase in the intensity of tropical cyclones as predicted by the scientific community, and 

future development expansion in the city. Infrastructure such as roads and rail face significant 

levels of risk as does the sugar cane industry and its associated economy in extreme weather 

scenarios. 

Whilst at least six earthquakes have been felt in Mackay since 1874, none have caused 

significant damage, with only moderate risk analysed.366 Fire is also not a regular occurrence in the 

region, however, reduced rainfall is making this far more likely. In December 2018, a fire in Eungella 

National Park’s subtropical rainforest  just west of Mackay damaged 110,000 hectares, an impact 

that will be felt for hundreds of years in slow recovering rainforests.367 Despite this being a period of 

sustained population growth, there have been no fatalities directly attributable to the impact of 

natural hazards in the previous two decades, primarily due to improved building codes and effective 

emergency management and warning systems. Vulnerability to cyclones and floods, however, has 

seen insurance costs skyrocketed in vulnerable areas. It has become unaffordable to insure property 

for many, with the ‘Northern Australia Insurance Inquiry’ finding that 17% of homes in north 

Queensland were uninsured due to premiums being too high, with some insurance in Mackay’s 

strata properties in vulnerable zones tripling in the last few years.368 
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Figure 24 The Pioneer River at Mackay. 
The city is low-lying on both sides of 
the river. Photo by Author. 

Figure 25 The River Precinct has been 
revitalised with the Bluewater Trail 
and Bluewater Quay precinct along the 
river bank. Photo by Author. 

Figure 26. Sydney Street bridge 
crossing the Pioneer River in Mackay. 
The river banks and levy protect 
against medium-sized floods. Photo by 
Author. 

Figure 27 The Bluewater Lagoon 
precinct and development project 
situated on the river. Photo by Author. 







91 

Figure 34  Aerial view of current day highest 
tide in Mackay, 2021. Map by Frontier SI and NGIS. 
Reproduced from 
https://www.coastalrisk.com.au/viewer. 

Figure 35  Aerial view of the predicted highest tide in Mackay 
with a .74 m sea level rise by 2100. Map by Frontier SI 
and NGIS.  Reproduced from 
https://www.coastalrisk.com.au/viewer.

Image Removed Image Removed
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2.4.3.3 SOCIAL ECONOMY 

 

The population of Mackay (SA3) is currently close to 116,800 and is expected to reach 

approximately 130,700 by 2026 and 158,300 people by 2041.369 The median age in Mackay is 

just under thirty-eight years. The population is aging at a slower rate than the Queensland 

average, with the percentage of people over sixty-five expected to increase from the current 

14% to 16% by 2036.370 Just over 5% of the population identify as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 

Islander, a figure just over the state average of 4% of the population. 371 Only 12% of the population 

were born overseas, compared to the Queensland average of close to 22%,372 with 6% of residents 

speaking a language other than English at home.373 Religious affiliations are primarily Christian, with 

64% of residents affiliated with a Christian religion and 24% of residents claiming no religious 

affiliation.374  

Over 43% of families in the area are comprised of couples with children, with single parent 

families gradually increasing to 10% of families. Close to 50% of residents achieved year eleven or 

twelve as their highest level of schooling, whilst 60% have a certificate, diploma, bachelor degree, or 

higher.375 Crime rates are higher than the state average, with 14,614 reported offences in 2019-20, 

or 12,489 per 100,000 persons, compared to the QLD average of 10,386 per 100,000 persons.376 

Most residents in Mackay live in stand-alone houses at over 85%, with 28% of these wholly owned, 

and the rate of homelessness lower than the Queensland average.377 Mortgages are significantly 

higher than the state average at AU$1950 per month, with rent on a three-bedroom house is in line 

with state average at AU$365 per week. Current building approvals are increasing, with 423 

approvals in 2020, rising by close to 37% from the previous year, demonstrating a growing 

population.378  

The economy of the region, whilst fluctuating yearly, has been gradually on the rise for 

the last decade, with a GRP of AU$9.2 billion in 2019. The resources/mining sector was the 

highest value-added industry in Mackay, generating close to AU$2 billion, followed by rentals 

and real estate at AU$1 billion, construction at AU$592 million, logistics at AU$535 million, 

health care at AU$524 million, and manufacturing at AU$521 million. Tourism supports an 

estimated 2,925 jobs, accounting for 6% of total employment. Employment has remained relatively 

steady during the COVID-19 pandemic, with the most significant job losses occurring in education 

and training. 

Mackay’s unemployment rate is currently 5.2%, lower than the state average of 6.4%.379 

The top five industry subdivisions of employment are education at close to 7%, food and 

beverage at close to 6%, other retail at close to 6%, hospitals at 4%, and professional, scientific 
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and technical at just over 4%.380 The median total family income of $92,248 per year is higher than 

the state average at $86,372 per year, with 9.4% of families deemed as low-income.381 Public 

transport is minimal with nearly 78% travelling to work by car, .5% travelling by public transport, and 

under 4% travel by bike or walk.382 Internet connections are in 81% of Mackay households.383 The 

Index of Relative Socio-Economic Disadvantage ranks Mackay residents at 16.3% in the most 

disadvantaged quintile (a significantly lower percentage than the state average) and 5.7% in the 

least disadvantaged quintile.384  

Close to 19% of the population regularly undertake community work in Mackay.385 

Community is kept informed through a Facebook page administered by Mackay Regional Council 

with a following of close to 32,000 people, covering a broad range of topics from upcoming sporting 

and community events, business information, community news and health updates.386 As a large 

regional centre, Mackay has extensive facilities, health services, schools, sporting clubs and 

opportunities to join community groups and community activities. A Cancer Council report in 2018, 

however, ranked Mackay residents as the unhealthiest in the state in terms of weight, with over 83% 

of the population classified as overweight or obese.387 The way in which the community of Mackay 

engages with activities, and the lived experience of the town, will be unpacked through surveys and 

interviews undertaken with community, business, and government representatives in “Chapter 4 

The Case Studies.” 

 

2.4.3.4 VULNERABILITIES AND OPPORTUNITIES 

 

As a low-lying river city, Mackay is particularly vulnerable to flooding and issues of inadequate 

drainage. The National Climate Change Adaptation Research Facility’s study of vulnerability, 

resilience, and adaptive capacity compared impacts of flooding in Mackay and Charleville following 

the 2008 floods. Mackay was affected by flash flooding after intense rainfall in February of 2008.388 

Through a series of structured surveys residents were found to lack initiative in seeking out flooding 

information, with only half of those surveyed taking personal responsibility for flood preparedness 

and instead relying on council and emergency service assistance.389 Mixed views on a sense of 

belonging in the community were also found, with lower community participation levels and formal 

volunteering than the findings in Charleville. The study found that due to Mackay’s more transient 

population, the community had less experience in dealing with flooding, leading to weaker levels of 

resilience in regard to social capacity.390 Businesses in Mackay were less likely to discuss flood risk 

and were unsure as to the preparedness of government and community groups.391 Further, the 

minimum building floor level is 300mm above the defined flood event, leading to the construction of 
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slabs on the ground to reach this height. This encourages the reclaiming and infilling of land to 

ensure construction is above the required height, potentially leading to further interruption of water 

flows during heavy rains.392  

Whilst the research found residents and businesses in Mackay may consider moving to 

higher ground in the city, the majority indicated that they would not wish to move to another town 

despite its vulnerability to natural disaster events such as flooding.393 This indicates a strong sense of 

attachment to the city, its location, and lifestyle opportunities. However, with drainage an ongoing 

issue, sea-level rises will only serve to exacerbate future risk. Without mitigation, a significant 

proportion of the CBD, airport area, and Paget industrial estate will be affected by rising sea-levels 

with current projections (refer to figures 33 and 34). Cyclones and severe weather events currently 

bring coastal erosion and the threat of storm surge. With climate change expected to bring less 

frequent but more intense cyclones to the region, the probability of storm surge will continue to 

rise, placing ever-increasing numbers of lives and property at risk (as discussed in “Chapter 2.3 The 

Regional Context”). 

Whilst originally founded as a beef and sugar town, Mackay now relies heavily on the mining 

and resources industries. As the economy has grown, so too have wages and demands for housing, 

with mortgages rising well above the Queensland average. The housing sector is, therefore, highly 

vulnerable to downturns in the mining sector. The future of the economy is of significant concern to 

the people of Mackay, with job losses and over-exposure to high levels of debt considered a serious 

vulnerability in discussions with the community in “Chapter 4 The Case Studies.” Jobs related to the 

mining boom have further led to a higher degree of transience in the population, with these 

residents more likely to leave the community for employment opportunities during an economic 

downturn. Increased diversification in the economy will, therefore, be a key opportunity for Mackay 

moving forward. The industrial area of Paget serves as a significant hub for technologies and services 

supporting mining in the Bowen Basin. With transitions to post-carbon futures, industries will need 

to adapt to a changing coal industry. Some businesses are already considering a shift to renewables, 

with the realisation that coal will eventually come to an end.394 However, opportunities for 

diversification away from resources are strong in Mackay, with significant expertise in areas such as 

agriculture, technology, construction, manufacturing, services and logistics, and health care already 

in place. “Chapter 4 The Case Studies” will examine how adaptable the community of Mackay is 

to these changing circumstances moving forward. 
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2.4.4 REFLECTIONS ON THE LOCAL 

 

The introduction to the case studies demonstrates the importance of resilience being understood at 

the level of the local. The communities of Charleville and Mackay testify to the very different 

conditions on the ground of Queensland’s communities. Both places face multiple complex 

challenges across environmental, climatic, and socioeconomic circumstances. Both also present new 

opportunities moving forward. Only at the level of community can these vulnerabilities and 

opportunities be understood. Mackay and Charleville have faced disaster in the past and will do so 

again. Climate change will serve to exacerbate the short and long-term disasters faced by both 

communities. Shifting populations, environmental degradation, and fragile economies dependent 

upon unstable industries are just some of the evolving problems that will add to present and future 

conditions of vulnerability.  

Preparing for, adapting to, and planning ahead for the challenges to come necessities 

embedded community resilience. As will be examined in “Chapter 3.2 Resilience,” this requires 

recognition of vulnerabilities, strengths, skills, knowledge, and adaptive capacities from within the 

community itself. “Chapter 4 The Case Studies” extends this line of enquiry through an interpretive 

exploration of understandings and experiences of the communities of Charleville and Mackay. 

Perspectives from community, business, and governance representatives are examined in both 

communities to further unpack understandings of risk, resilience, and community.  
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2.5 CLOSING THOUGHTS: ON HABITABILITY 
Since human beings have been human beings, they have been 

handling their environment. It is the hand with its opposable thumb 
that characterizes human existence in the world.395 

—Vilem Flusser 
 

Issues of the global, the regional, and the local are highly complex and cannot be understood in 

isolation. The current trajectory of escalating populations, dwindling resources, increasing global 

displacement, growing socioeconomic divide, globalised economies, global political unrest, and 

challenges such as climate change place us all as global citizens in conditions of risk. Our 

communities will need to rise to future challenges with a pre-emptive approach to strengthening 

resilience, and therefore, long-term sustainability. The vulnerability of our human settlements — 

both physical and socioeconomic — has been brought about by a lack of foresight. With Australia’s 

rapid urbanisation, the consequences of this lack of foresight in the ‘planning’ of urban 

environments are clear, with environmental degradation, inappropriate siting, expanding urban 

sprawl, and sociospatial fragmentation the result.  

The built environment — at all scales — and the processes put into place to construct, 

maintain, and govern it should now be rethought. To do so on a global scale is a task seemingly 

impossible. However, an approach situated in the local may begin to provide possibilities for 

communities to prepare for and adapt to the challenges to come in changing global scenarios. 

Learning from past mistakes to adapt to future risk is critical, and to do so at a meaningful level, this 

learning needs to be situated within the context of the local. It is crucial that the mistakes of our 

major population centres are not simply repeated in developing regional centres and towns. As can 

be seen in the cases of Charleville and Mackay, each local has unique geography, environment, 

climate, social fabric, economy, and modes of governance. Approaches must be tailored towards the 

individual communities’ strengths and weaknesses from the grounds-up, at a local level, with 

comprehensive understanding of the unique conditions in which the community is situated.  

Only by looking towards the future, beyond our own time on the planet, can sustainability 

begin to be conceptualised. Applying current short-term political and economic goals to problems 

that extend through time serves to throw future obstacles to deal with in our path. Human 

settlements are the physical expression of the relations human beings form with one another, and 

their broader relationship with the environment. Dwelling is not limited to the occupation of built 

spaces but refers to our existence and mode of occupancy of the planet. Martin Heidegger argues 

the real meaning of the verb bauen — that is to dwell, has been lost:396 
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The way in which you are and I am, the manner in which we humans are on the earth, is 
Buan, dwelling. To be a human being means to be on the earth as a mortal. It means to dwell. 
The old word bauen, which says that a man is insofar as he dwells, this word bauen however 
also means at the same time to cherish and protect, to preserve and care for, specifically to 
till the soil, to cultivate the vine. …. 397 
 

 
Tony Fry further argues that the establishment of early human settlements shifted our 

relationship away from “being-at-home-in-the-world” to becoming “dwellers in a place to which the 

claim of belonging was made.”398 Continuing on our current trajectory is untenable. What is needed 

is a rethinking of our habitation of the planet, thinking before acting, and transformative processes 

that are based on conditions of care. Drawing from Heidegger, Fry explains that at its most basic, 

care can be conceived as the manner and structure in which one lives.399 Care in the context of 

habitability means keeping the earth habitable by the building of a foundation to secure conditions 

of survival.400 In this context, building moves beyond architecture, planning and construction. 

Building becomes the building of a community care structure that underpins resilience, recognises 

past mistakes, and moves forward with recognition of dwelling as being at home in the world. 

Much of the problem is our lack of understanding in approaches to our physical 

environment. There is a tendency to deal with socio-ecological issues with a set of management 

strategies such as resource efficiency and risk management — aimed at planning, organising, and 

controlling what is chaotic. Such issues should not be dealt with on a technical level alone, as 

urbanisation at all scales increases risk. What is needed is a reconceptualisation of what settlements 

are presently and what they can be in the future, as managing existing problems is in no way 

addressing their root causes. Whether the mega-city, the city, the town or the village, our human 

settlements need to be safe, socially inclusive, healthy, diverse, people-centred, economically 

productive, producers of resources (energy, water, food), adaptive to climate change and to future 

challenges to come. Our communities need to be resilient in every sense of the word.
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CHAPTER 3. RESILIENCE, COMMUNITY, DESIGN 

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

 

This chapter examines the key themes of resilience, community and design, and their 

relationality in the context of risk and complexity. Each of these themes are reviewed through a 

collection of contrasting perspectives, ranging from contemplative philosophical writings of 

theoreticians in these realms, to the pragmatic, data driven reports directing government policy 

today. The chapter questions how (or if) such opposing positions can be reconciled through 

designerly thinking and reflects upon what is yet to be thought beyond the level of the 

instrumental. 

 

“Chapter 3.2 (Re)Thinking Resilience” questions current understandings of resilience. 

Resilience is a process, not an end goal. It is about risk prevention, preparedness, mitigation, 

adaptive capacity, and planning for contingency. Moving beyond time and spatial confines, 

resilience building requires learning from the past, overcoming challenges of the present, and 

preparing for the uncertainty of the future. Transformative change, challenging the very way in 

which we conceive our inhabitation of the planet is crucial in minimising future vulnerabilities of 

our human settlements.  

“Chapter 3.3 (Re)Thinking Community” unpacks the nature of community and explores 

whether community is in any way placed to face the complex challenges to come. Community in 

the context of resilience is one in which community not only bands together in times of adversity 

but comes together to minimise times of future adversity. Communities of resilience re those 

that think transformatively and act regeneratively in the milieu of global risk —thinking globally 

through time, whilst acting locally in time. 

“Chapter 3.4 (Re)Thinking Design” examines current design practice within the context of 

resilience. For design to play any type of meaningful role in strengthening community resilience, 

the agenda of design itself first needs to change. The role of professionally trained designers and 

design education, in embedding design within community and the guidance of denizen designers 

requires further exploration. This is to replace design for community to design within community 

and allows for a community-constructed vision that provides a plan of action towards a positive 

future. Communities of resilience are framed as communities of design, acting-together 

transformatively through time for regenerative futures.  
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3.1 OPENING THOUGHTS: ON RELATIONALITY    
Everything is interconnected — a massive system of systems — a single 

disruption often triggers another, which exacerbates the effects of the first, so 
that the original shock becomes a cascade of crises.401 

—Judith Rodin 

 
The enormity of the problems we are faced with necessitate a reconceptualisation of what 

form a resilient, functioning community could take. An examination of risk and vulnerability at 

a global, regional, and local level has revealed the complexities across environmental, social, 

economic, and political spectrums of our human settlements. Such problems require 

recognition of the complex intertwining systems that may serve to either underpin or 

conversely to undermine resilience. Yet resilience has only been partially thought, and this at 

an instrumental level. Resilience is often described as the ability to bounce back or recover in 

times of adversity or stress. In recent years (since the inception of this thesis), there has been 

much discussion and interest generated in the arena of resilience studies, with the term 

resilience gaining popularity as a catchphrase in government and business circles and public 

policy documents. The term is largely dealt with in the context of environmental resilience in 

the scientific realm, economic resilience in the business realm, and social resilience in the 

realms of government policy. Design too has attempted to deal with resilience, but with a 

narrow focus in the areas of resilient infrastructure, buildings, and disaster recovery. Gradual 

recognition that a long-term approach to resilience and mitigation in lieu of short-sighted quick 

fix recovery solutions is a developing trend, though this currently remains primarily at a 

conceptual rather than a practical level.  

The resilience of a community is typically characterised into two forms, hard and soft.  

Hard resilience refers to the strength of structures and institutions when placed under 

pressure, and soft resilience refers to the ability of a community to recover without 

fundamental changes to its structure and function. 402 Ensuring the steadfastness of ‘hard’ 

resources, including public buildings, housing, facilities, infrastructure, and services, combined 

with the scaffolding of ‘soft’ resources such as employment, social economies, education, and 

information sharing, is crucial in a pro-active approach to strengthening long term resilience. In 

the design and planning of built environments, there has been a focus upon the resilience of 

hard resources, however, the complex interwoven relationship between the physical, designed 

elements of the built environment and the soft resources underpinning the resilience of the 

local community require a wider level of exploration.  

The nature of resilience is not about building back or even recent trends towards 

building back better. It is instead about projecting forward from the past and present and 
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reconceptualising a vision of what an inherently resilient future could look like. New ways of 

thinking need to be created so humans can act meaningfully and make sense of the complexity 

of the problems that we are all currently facing. The application of cross-disciplinary modes of 

knowledge building through problem forming — as opposed to rationalistic modes of problem-

solving becomes of critical importance.  

Community has been widely examined at a philosophical level, yet with limited 

practical application in the context of resilience. In designing and directing resilience 

strengthening strategy for sustainable communities, the dialectic of what constitutes 

community comes into question. Community may, for example, refer to a social unit sharing 

common values, a religious affiliation, a group sharing local governance, a national community, 

an international community and so on. The term community itself then implies numerous 

definitions in varying contexts and should not be assumed to act as a cohesive and utopian 

whole. Yet much of the current research reports and policy on community resilience and 

building takes a reductionist approach, assuming community is a single functioning and 

cohesive entity.  

Various late twentieth century prominent thinkers of community, including Jean Luc-

Nancy and Giorgio Agamben, reject such idealised preconceptions of community, questioning 

how a community can successfully function; neither as a connection of separate individuals 

operating with varying agendas nor as a single body of being with constraints upon the political, 

the individual and social identity. To direct resilience-strengthening strategy for long-term 

sustain-able futures, community itself must first and foremost be essentially functional. The 

more resilient the social cohesion of a community, the less vulnerable it becomes. A community 

that is truly resilient is able to cope with change proactively as well as reactively, qualities 

essential in determining long term stability and survival.403 Modern population centres, with 

transitional, dispersed and segregated populations often display a non-existent sense of 

community. Conversely, poorer regions may be structurally or physically vulnerable yet may 

display a strong sense of community integration and resilience. A carefully considered approach 

to strengthening community resilience is essential in ensuring a maintenance only mentality 

does not ensue and that forward-thinking strategies are applied to increase adaptive capacity.  

Building community resilience is a pre-emptive strategy towards the reduction of any 

future risks, where again the local, the regional, and the global come into play. Local 

government is not in a position to bring a holistic awareness of risk and resilience to the 

community by itself. Local authorities are supported by and dependent upon state and federal 

governments, which in turn are dependent upon the global economy. Communities do not 
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flourish or fail in isolation. In a globalised world, distances diminish, information flows freely, 

economies and politics become entwined, while people shift and migrate through space as 

local, regional, and global borders are continuously redrawn. The nature of community is fluid, 

ever-changing and difficult to comprehend. ‘Experts’ have to date largely failed to recognise, 

act or deal with the necessity of thinking outside the boundaries of singular disciplines — this 

includes thinking through approaches to long-term resilience. 

Design as a discipline has been largely unthought in the context of community 

resilience yet has a significant role to play. To engage with these complex problems, the nature 

of design, designers and design education needs to extend beyond current practices and 

approaches. Design decisions are commonly made as a reflection of client demands within 

consumerist material culture, resulting in design as a discipline focusing upon translating 

problems into immediate ‘solutions.’ Design, therefore, does not seek to reconceptualise what 

is needed past the immediate requirements of projects, timeframes, and budget constraints, 

leading to short-sighted and potentially damaging decision-making processes. However, this 

type of approach is insufficient when confronting the issues of escalating vulnerability through 

time. Design problems, described as “wicked problems” by Rittel and Webber, are subject to a 

multitude of stakeholders with radically differing views, requirements, and agendas.404 

Approaching “wicked” design problems such as the scaffolding of resilience long-term will 

require a shift in thinking and behaviours across the design community as a whole. 
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3.2 (RE)THINKING RESILIENCE 

 

3.2.1 CURRENT APPROACHES TO RESILIENCE 

In the same way that austerity became the motif word post the financial crisis…I 
think the motif word of post-COVID is likely to be resilience. What does resilience 

imply? Shared burdens. Solidarity. Community over individual enrichment.405  
— Lord Mark Malloch-Brown 

 

The term ecological resilience emerged into prominence in the 1970s to describe a system’s capacity 

to maintain itself or recover in the event of stress or disruption to the system.406 Canadian ecologist 

C.S. Holling was highly influential in this area, introducing integrated theories of ecology and systems 

thinking in his paper “Resilience and stability of ecological systems,” and in later works linking these 

concepts to adaptive management, ecological resilience, and panarchy.407 In the 1980s, American 

political scientist, Aaron Wildavsky applied resilience thinking to risk management, public policy, and 

budgeting, developing a framework of resilience principles in Searching for Safety. Since this time, 

the term resilience has been applied widely across ecology, political science, psychology, sociology, 

engineering, economics, business administration, and more recently urban planning, disaster 

planning, international development, and complex adaptive systems.  

However, comprehensive literature reviews unpacking decades of resilience thinking, 

including those undertaken by McAslan (2010), 408 Martin-Breen and Anderies (2011), 409 and Unger 

(2018),410 demonstrate that concepts, definitions, theories, and methods of understanding resilience 

vary significantly across the disciplines. This research does not set out to unpack or compare 

definitions of resilience across these varied fields with conflicting agendas. Instead, the focus here is 

upon understanding resilience within the socio-ecological framework of human habitation in its 

varied forms amidst escalating levels of crisis — fast and slow. In doing so, it seeks to determine the 

potential for design to strengthening community vulnerabilities (as an antonym of resilience) for 

sustainable futures. The following definitions of resilience within this context, are therefore, a 

starting point for discussion: 

 

• The Torrens Resilience Institute: 

“The concept of resilience is useful in understanding how people and communities cope in the face of 

change and uncertainty. It underpins an approach that builds our capacity to survive better through 

the acute, and often unexpected, disruptions that threaten our complex and interconnected social 

systems.”411 
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• The Resilience Alliance:  

“Resilience is the capacity of a social-ecological system to absorb or withstand perturbations and 

other stressors such that the system remains within the same regime, essentially maintaining its 

structure and functions. It describes the degree to which the system is capable of self-organization, 

learning and adaptation.”412 

• Australia’s National Disaster Risk Reduction Framework: 

“The ability of a system, community or society exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, accommodate, 

adapt to, transform and recover from the effects of a hazard in a timely and efficient manner, 

including through the preservation and restoration of its essential basic structures and functions 

through risk management.”413 

• UN-Habitat: 

“Resilience refers to the ability of any urban system to maintain continuity through all shocks and 

stresses while positively adapting and transforming towards sustainability. Therefore, a resilient city is 

one that assesses, plans and acts to prepare for and respond to all hazards, either sudden or slow 

onset, expected or unexpected. By doing so, cities are better able to protect and enhance people’s 

lives, secure development gains, foster and investible environment and drive positive change.”414 

• The Stockholm Resilience Centre: 

“Resilience is the capacity of a system, be it an individual, a forest, a city or an economy, to deal with 

change and continue to develop. It is about how humans and nature can use shocks and disturbances 

like a financial crisis or climate change to spur renewal and innovative thinking.”415 

 

Some of these definitions focus solely upon coping, survival, recovery, and maintenance. 

Others add adaptation and transformation into the resilience equation. The Stockholm Resilience 

Centre takes this a step further, seeing resilience building as an opportunity for encouraging renewal 

and future innovation. Whilst earlier literature on programs and studies surrounding the core 

concept of resilience were situated primarily at the level of the scientific, the ecological and the 

economic, there has been a broadening in resilience thinking to negotiate the complexity of resilient 

communities, although this has been studied mainly at the level of the city. Many approaches have 

been taken to framing resilience, including various variations of system-based-approaches. Most 

focus upon individual subsystems within the larger system of the city, whilst relationality and 

interdependency between systems at varying scales and their governing structures are rarely 

considered.416  

Whilst such projects provide valuable insights into vulnerabilities at the larger scale of the 

city, there has been far less focus on community resilience at the level of the regional and the 

rural/local. Furthermore, many of these studies often make attempts to ‘measure’ resilience 

through the creation of vulnerability indexes, followed by the proposal of resilience frameworks 
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and/or toolkits for administrators and ‘experts’ to apply directly to their communities. Whilst these 

are useful tools to raise awareness within community, create dialogue, and propose guidelines for 

action, it is critical that a one-solution-fits-all approach to the complexity of community resilience is 

not taken in the name of expediency. Critically, current understandings of resilience are inherently 

Eurocentric. Applying a one solution fits all approach to resilience is inherently unsustainable. What 

works for a community in Australia is in no way relevant to a community in countries affected by 

war, displacement, and famine, where issues such as environmental and heritage protection take a 

backseat to issues of clean water, food chains, and survival. Resilience is a concept of the Global 

North broadly applied to the Global South, yet resilience cannot be only for the privileged. 

Hard resilience refers to the strength of structures and institutions when placed under 

pressure. Soft resilience refers to the ability of a community to recover without fundamental 

changes to its structure and function.417 A community that is genuinely resilient can cope with 

change proactively as well as reactively, qualities that are essential in determining long term 

survival.418 This requires responding to chronic issues at the root of vulnerability, such as addressing 

issues of recurring drought, flooding or conflicts that can take years or decades to recover from, 

rather than simply responding to the consequences after each crisis event. Strategic planning prior 

to a crisis is essential to be able to efficiently deal with the level of chaos following disaster.  

This does not simply mean the design of effective evacuation centres, safe construction 

practice, early warning systems and so forth. Whilst these initiatives are important, the scope of this 

task must range from: the political, including strengthening capacity in weak states; the economic, 

including financial scaffolding for developing nations; and the social, including reducing vulnerability 

of communities. Assessment strategies for ‘hard’ resilience of communities at large require an in-

depth understanding of geography, town planning, infrastructure, health services, building 

regulation, access, and egress and so forth. Assessment of ‘soft’ resilience requires a complex 

examination of existing socioeconomic and political structures of communities and their ability to 

cope following disaster. UN-Habitat maintains the need to approach resilience from a multiple 

hazard’s perspective, with a focus upon both natural and human-made crisis, with an aim to ensure 

capacity for rapid recovery from crisis events.419 This requires responding to chronic issues at the 

root of vulnerability rather than simply responding to the consequences after each crisis event. 

In attempting to define what makes a system inherently resilient, Wildavsky’s principles 

of resilient systems listed below have been widely recognised and adopted in frameworks for 

understanding resilience: 
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• The homeostasis principle, whereby systems are maintained by feedback between parts which signal 

changes and can enable learning, enhancing resilience. 

The omnivory principle, whereby external shocks are mitigated by diversifying resource requirements 

and their means of delivery. 

• The high flux principle, whereby the faster the movement of resources through a system, the more 

resources will be available at any given time to cope with perturbation. 

• The flatness principle, whereby overly hierarchical, top-heavy systems are less flexible and less able to 

cope with surprise and adjust behaviour.  

• The buffering principle, whereby a system which has a capacity in excess of its needs can draw on this 

capacity in times of need.  

• The redundancy principle, whereby a degree of overlapping function in a system permits the system 

to change by allowing vital functions to continue and redundant elements take on new functions.420 

The usefulness of applying such principles to problems of the urban is extensively debated 

by geographer and risk researcher Mark Pelling.421 According to Pelling, practical applications of 

these principles in strengthening of urban resilience include information flowing freely through 

communication systems, identifying local knowledge, priorities and risks, reducing dependency on 

single resources through diversification, local participation in decision making processes rather than 

tops-down intervention, and investing in social surplus such as insurance, social services, and 

emergency services.422 However, while these practical outcomes of Wildavsky’s resilience principles 

are being pursued by cities, “they continue to be seen as responding to individual sectoral risks, so 

that ameliorating social vulnerability to environmental risk is divorced from vulnerability to 

economic or sociopolitical risks.”423 While there have been some recent movements to strengthen 

local governments, urban poverty, family and community, these programmes are isolated and not 

generally integrated into strategies for sustainable urbanisation and risk reduction.424  

Whilst the case studies examined by Pelling maintain focus upon developing nations in the 

Global South, the overreaching concepts are relevant to the rapid expansion of urban zones globally 

and the ramifications for planners, architects, policymakers, and designers globally. Pelling examines 

urbanisation and vulnerability to disaster, both catastrophic and chronic, exploring the crucial role 

strengthening local capacity, community engagement, and preparedness play in increasing social 

resilience. In terms of urban risk management, the focus, according to Pelling is based upon 

technical and physical considerations of population density, housing, proximity, and urban risk maps 

rather than consideration of any underlying issues such as poverty, demographics, and community 

vulnerability. Physical responses are preferred as visible forms of proof that funding is being spent 

appropriately and that progress is once again underway. Everyday hazards, such as pollution, poor 

sanitation, crime, disease, food insecurity and unfit housing, are less visible therefore less 
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newsworthy but are equally essential in dealing with community risk as they work to undermine 

resilience.  

According to Pelling, these everyday hazards have been analysed in a fragmented fashion 

only by engineers, health specialists, planners, and urban sociologists.425 Strengthening linkages and 

communication between local community, government organisations, non-government 

organisations, public and private sectors are examined as crucial in strengthening resilience and 

decreasing community vulnerability. Power should also be questioned in both material and non-

material terms. Whereas material power involves the ability to purchase property and pay for basic 

food, health care and services, non-material power is concerned with the control of ideas and 

ideological positions of dominant actors and lays the basis for a tops-down approach as opposed to 

a participatory development approach to strengthening resilience.426 Investment in long-term social 

resilience however does not fit within short-term political agendas as it is difficult to quantify.427  

In 2012 The United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR) commissioned the 

International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED) to compile a report on risk reduction 

being undertaken in cities. The cities were selected from the 1050 signatory cities to the 2010-2015 

UNISDR founded campaign “Making Cities Resilient: My City is Getting Ready” and were considered 

exemplars in disaster risk management and reduction, with best practices in such broad areas as 

flood management, early warning systems, earthquake reconstruction and so on. Cities ranged from 

small to large, with some situated in developing nations and others in highly developed nations.428  

The report provides a snapshot of local-level resilience building projects which aims to identify 

trends and approaches of governments, using a “Ten Essentials for Making Cities Resilient” 

framework, with essential strategies identified including strengthening institutional frameworks, 

financing and resources, multi-hazard risk assessments, infrastructure and facility protection, 

scaffolding education and health, improving building regulations and land use planning, training and 

public awareness, environmental protection, effective preparedness and response, and rebuilding 

communities. 429 The report’s findings included that the program had triggered new momentum, but 

those commitments made to date can be strengthened and extended further with much remaining 

to be done to make disaster risk reduction a priority. It was also found that while there were many 

initiatives undertaken, very few of the cities had systematically leveraged the instruments of 

development with such tools as risk screening into planning of infrastructure to reduce exposure to 

natural hazards.430  

Following this, the Rockefeller Foundation’s 100 Resilient Cities global project ran from 2013 

to 2019, to bring the idea of resilience to the forefront of public awareness. The group worked with 

individual cities, providing seed funding to hire a Chief Resilience Officer (CRO), and providing 
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resources, tools, assistance and to create a resilience strategy in collaboration with community 

stakeholders. The strategies lay out challenges, priorities, and visions for each city. The project 

aimed to connect cities to partners from private and not for profit sectors to provide expertise whilst 

CROs connected through a collaborative peer network to share best practices and to catalyse the 

movement by raising awareness of resilience globally.431 This project was underpinned by “The City 

Resilience Framework” (CRF) developed with ARUP as its tool to understand the complexity of cities 

and develop goals necessary to underpin resilience. In this framework, the four essential systems or 

dimensions identified are health and wellbeing, economy and society, infrastructure and 

environment and leadership and strategy, which make up the outer circle. Inside of this are the 

twelve goals or drivers as identified as necessary to underpin resilience.432 The goals of a resilient 

city are then identified as, minimal human vulnerability, diverse livelihoods and employment, 

effective safeguards to human health and life, collective identity and community support, 

comprehensive security and rule of law, sustainable economy, reduced exposure and fragility, 

effective provision of critical services, reliable communication and mobility, effective leadership and 

management, empowered stakeholders, and integrated development planning. 433  

Despite some variations, the similarities, and crossovers with UNISDR’s “Ten Essentials” 

framework previously outlined are obvious. The next layer is the seven qualities considered to be 

exhibited by urban systems, reflective, resourceful, inclusive, integrated, robust, redundant, and 

flexible. 434 These have been drawn from examination of existing literature and frameworks on 

resilience, including those previously developed previously by ARUP and the Institute for Social and 

Environmental Transition, and the Asian Cities Climate Change Resilience Network.435 In these 

qualities there are further clear influences from and cross-overs with Wildavsky’s earlier outlined 

principles of resilient systems. The final layer is left open for inclusion of variables and metrics that 

will result in a City Resilience Index (CRI) after test piloting in several cities, enabling cities to assess 

resilience and measure progress. 436  

Despite such initiatives creating critical awareness of issues of resilience, there is clearly still 

much work to be done in this arena. These types of programmes by necessity still focus primarily on 

the here and now as this is what is manageable sits within budgets and timeframes. They are also 

geared towards cities with more robust existing political systems and socioeconomic security. The 

100 Resilient Cities program’s seed funding (which varied from city to city but allowed for 

approximately one million dollars per city) was intended to hire the CRO and establish the project’s 

initial stages, with the aim for each city to take on board and develop the challenge of resilience in 

the future – a goal that could be achieved more readily by wealthy cities. Further, projects taken on 

by the cities were required to be manageable and achievable within the city’s own developed 
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resilience strategy. It is obvious that a million dollars, whilst generous as donated seed funding, 

would do little in the context of securing long-term resilience building measures. In closing the 

program in 2019, President Michael Berkowitz states that three areas of focus — implementation, 

institutionalisation, and measurement — are key to cities moving forward. This involves 

implementing actions in the spirit they were conceived, embedding resilience into bylaws, budgets 

and governance, and quantifying benefits of implementation to unlock further resources and 

support.437  

Returning to Pelling’s concerns on applying resilience principles such as Wildavsky’s to 

projects on the ground, such projects are pursued by cities largely in isolation of each other. 

Linkages between each of the essentials/goals/drivers in strengthening resilience tend to weaken 

over time as the problems become departmentalised and projects are mentored and developed by 

experts in singular fields. Additionally, such complex issues of sustainable development and 

infrastructure, environmental degradation, climate change, socioeconomic disparity and 

sociopolitical stress may be understood as relational in these programs but are rarely dealt with 

relationally as pragmatism to get the job done takes over.  

 

3.2.2 IN THE FACE OF DISASTER 

More than any other human event, a disaster traumatically brings into focus all 
the basic problems in a society. It reduces all issues to their most fundamental 

level and strips away all the ancillary issues that obscure or confuse the 
fundamental questions that must be faced.438  

— Fred Cuny 
 

Disasters transverses borders, nationalities, social structures, economic paradigms, and political 

agendas. In the case of natural (fast) disasters, the destruction of shelter, fresh water and food 

supply, medical facilities and basic sanitation sets in motion an ongoing humanitarian crisis of 

survival in the days and weeks following. Emergency operations are put in place for the provision of 

temporary shelter, emergency medical facilities and disease prevention, clearing of roads, bridges, 

transportation, and lines of communication. However, long after the emergency response teams and 

voluntary agencies have left the affected zone and media attention has turned elsewhere, a second 

largely unnoticed (slow) disaster is unfolding on a social, economic, and political level.  

Whilst communities are left grieving for their losses, economies are destroyed with the 

recovery of fresh water, stocks, crops, medical facilities, schools, housing, and local industries 

measured in many months or years. Simultaneously land value disintegrates, and many families are 

left with little or no financial security. Community leadership and governance may no longer be in a 

position to cope with a situation outside of its depth, with the viability of community itself here 
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coming into question. An approach to tackling such issues on a long-term basis must further ensure 

that the physical and emotional costs of rebuilding are not simply transferred to future generations 

on an environmental, economic, or cultural level. Disaster preparedness relates to the ability of a 

community to respond to disaster swiftly and effectively. Emergency procedures, including early 

warning systems for tsunamis, floods, and hurricanes, are put in place to ensure some level of safety 

for locals. Emergency plans may include stockpiling of water and food, designated shelters and 

evacuation centres, emergency services preparedness, volunteer training and planning for increased 

medical assistance. It is the design of effective pre-disaster mitigation strategies that may provide 

the foundation underpinning resilient communities capable of withstanding the effects of disaster 

and strengthening sustainable recovery. Ensuring the steadfastness of ‘hard’ resources including 

shelters, housing, infrastructure, and services, combined with the scaffolding of ‘soft’ resources such 

as employment, diversified economies, education, and information sharing, should be achieved in 

times of calm and not a reactionary approach to disaster.  

Pre-empting and designing for disasters of all kinds, therefore, may be seen as an 

opportunity not only for rebuilding and development strategy, but also for the structuring of 

resilient and sustainable communities. Nevertheless, much of humanity remains underprepared for 

disaster, both fast and slow. Westernised countries with the financial capacity to mitigate for 

disaster tend to perceive the risk as unworthy of consideration, preferring to operate within the 

limitations of short -term political and economic agendas. In Western countries, clean-up costs are 

largely under-written through insurance schemes, feeding a continual cycle of reconstruction in 

vulnerable areas with no consideration for long -term social or economic viability. Developing 

countries conversely suffer a fate of reduced resilience through lack of available resources at all 

levels. The United Nations Development Programme contends, “although vulnerability, lack of social 

resilience and reduced levels of adaptation to environment are not defining characteristics of 

poverty per se, there can be no doubt that poverty is a major factor in explaining these, and their 

particular social distribution.”439   

The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-30 identifies four main priority 

framework areas as understanding risk, strengthening disaster risk governance, investing in disaster 

risk reduction, and enhancing disaster preparedness for effective response and to “build back 

better.”440 In accordance with the framework, the UN’s goals are for a holistic disaster risk 

management at all levels to “significantly reducing numbers of deaths, people affected by disasters, 

and substantially decrease global economic loss from disasters by 2020 to “substantially increase the 

number of cities and human settlements adopting and implementing integrated policies and plans 

towards inclusion, resource efficiency, mitigation and adaptation to climate change, resilience to 
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disasters”.441 This includes strengthening engagement and levels of involvement from all levels of 

community, including women, children, seniors, Indigenous peoples, migrants, coupled with 

commitment from private business sectors, not-for-profit organisations and academia to support the 

interface between science and policymaking.442 Yet, resilience as a global project seems an almost 

insurmountable task, particularly in developing countries with minimal resources to commit to such 

projects long term. In the face of immediate day-to-day challenges such as food, water and energy 

shortages and inadequate health systems, long-term risk such as the escalating effects of climate 

change, or global pandemics, are distant on the agenda.  

In scenarios where a community is under stress, it is rare that community itself leads the 

drive to strengthen future resilience. One of the fundamental issues impeding effective and 

sustainable recovery after disaster is the multitude of participants involved in the recovery process. 

At a community level, there are the survivors themselves (often referred to as victims) who in many 

cases provide self-help labour along with volunteers, community representatives, religious groups, 

local voluntary agencies, craftsmen, local resource and material suppliers, builders, trades, 

professional bodies, and local government. An influx of well-meaning outsiders is then thrown into 

the mix consisting of donors, financiers, international NGO’s, medical teams, external building 

companies, international architects, engineers and professional bodies, military labour, national and 

international governments. A procurement network is hastily established, consisting of local 

distribution networks combined with external suppliers with international logistics operations. 

Conflicts of interest commonly evolve in ideological and financial terms, with fierce competition for 

funding and aid offered in a multitude of ways and with specific expected outcomes. At a community 

level, informal loans are commonly provided through a network of relatives and friends. At a 

regional level, aid may be offered in the form of loans or grants from local co-operatives, unions, 

guilds, churches, and voluntary organisations. State and national governments may have rebuilding 

funds established to aid in recovery, whilst on a global arena, large scale funding is offered through 

external assistance from public and private donors or the World Bank. Each of these funding sources 

operates with its own agenda and priorities, including perceived time constraints and pressures to 

be seen to be achieving desired outcomes.443  

Community involvement in resilience strengthening projects is commonly referred to in the 

context of community engagement or community participation under the guidance and leadership 

of governance. The United Nations Office for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR) argues that resilience 

relies primarily on solid governance, institutions, planning and infrastructure and has set out general 

practical recommendations for urban authorities. Un-Habitat and the Technical Centre for Disaster 

Risk Management and Urban Resilience (DiMSUR) have also developed and tested a participatory 
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methodology, the “City Resilience Action Plan,” that focuses on training city managers and 

technicians in small to intermediate-sized cities in sub-Saharan Africa. Organisations such as these 

argue that governance is the critical factor in the development and sustainability of services and 

social, institutional, and economic activities. This encompasses good governance at multiple levels, 

leadership, coordination, land use planning, financing, and effective citizen participation.444 

However, these projects may engage community, they are still approached from the tops down – 

training managers and experts in order to involve and educate community at some level. Involving 

community at a surface level is inherently unsustainable. These types of approaches from 

interveners can negate self-confidence and self-reliance whilst failing to recognise cultural 

variations, traditional knowledge, and the socioeconomic and political conditions unique to each and 

every community. Community itself should, therefore, be the driver of resilience and future adaptive 

capacity.  

 

3.2.3 LIMITATIONS OF PROFILING VULNERABILITY 

…there needs to be a fundamental shift in strategic thinking about national 
natural disaster management. If there were one word that encapsulates this 

shift, it would be ‘resilience’…. To think broadly about how to make the 
nation more resilient to natural disasters is to think about all of the different 

hazards we might face, all of the complex consequences of natural 
disasters, and all of the interrelated policy measures necessary to mitigate, 

prepare for, respond to, and recover from disasters. A narrow focus on 
response and recovery will leave Australia vulnerable.445  

— The Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements Report 
 

Across Australia, managing disasters is the responsibility of state and territory governments, with 

arrangements in place to share resources when necessary. The states are supported by local 

governments on the ground, and in the case of significant disasters or adverse events, federal 

assistance may be requested. A national resilience-based approach to disaster management was 

implemented for the first time in Australia in 2011 with the establishment of the Council of 

Australian Government (COAG) National Strategy for Disaster Resilience (NSDR). The strategy was 

developed by the National Emergency Management Committee (NEMC) across federal, state and 

territory and local government with the aim to “provide high-level guidance on disaster 

management.“446 The strategy is aimed at leaders in government, business and community and 

acknowledges the necessity of emergency management being focused upon prevention, 

preparedness, response and recovery (PPRR), as “achieving disaster resilience will require achieving 

sustained behavioural change, the results of which should be seen across a number of years and 

political cycles.”447  

Changes in demographics, domestic migration, lifestyle expectations, social networks, the 
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sustainability of volunteer groups, and community fragmentation are noted as significant 

contributors to vulnerability. The role that can be played by individuals within the community is 

heavily emphasised throughout. Escalating risk of disaster has placed strain on government 

resources, leading to a reduced capacity to meet community needs in times of disaster and thereby 

“creating unrealistic expectations and unsustainable dependencies…communities need to be 

empowered to take shared responsibility for coping with disasters.”448 Suggestions as to individual 

participation include taking a share of responsibility, active planning and preparation, and 

involvement in community emergency management arrangements and volunteering. 449 A disaster-

resilient community is therefore identified as one that is functioning, understands risk and 

anticipates risks and hazards, is prepared, has committed resources, is capable of self-organisation, 

is highly adaptable to respond in emergencies, works together with emergency management, is 

aware of vulnerable members of the community, and is enabled by strong social networks.450 

Suggestions as to how to achieve these complex goals at the level of community in the priority goals 

however, are negligible. The role of government, business and not-for-profits sectors are discussed 

in some detail and recognised as critical in the provision of expert knowledge, information, services, 

assessments, and insurance products. At a community level, however, there is little guidance 

provided, apart from highlighting “programs and activities in schools and the broader community 

actively encourage volunteering.”451 

In 2018, The Australian Government National Resilience Taskforce conducted a year-long 

report, “Profiling Australia’s Vulnerability” aimed at examining the cause and effects of disasters in 

Australia and systematic vulnerability.452 The project is ambitious in intent in that it sets out to 

advance understanding of disaster risk through a lens of community vulnerability and coping 

capacity, with recognition that today’s socioeconomic, environmental and technological systems are 

highly interconnected. The approach taken is to recognise interconnected systemic causes of 

vulnerability within community, understand tensions, capability, coping capacity, trade-offs and 

priorities, inform new approaches, and raise “important questions about the cascading effects of 

vulnerabilities and the limits of resilience at every level.”453 The report recognises that “resilience is 

not a given” and can be eroded through short-term thinking focusing upon cost reduction, 

population shifts, and choices made in the past, today, and into the future.454 Critically the uneven 

distribution of vulnerability in Australia is acknowledged with poorer members of society often left 

with limited capacity to prepare, cope and recover, therefore becoming exposed to higher social and 

economic cost long term. The complexity of understanding vulnerability across multiple perspectives 

and multiple systems is also addressed, with the authors acknowledging “it is important to note that 

natural hazards only lead to ‘disaster’ if they intersect with an exposed and vulnerable society 
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(interrupting these systems) and when the consequences exceed people’s capacity to cope.”455  

Following the report, state and territory governments implemented the “National Disaster 

Risk Reduction Framework (NDRRF),” aligned with the “Sendai Framework” and the “2030 

Sustainable Development Goals” and translated into an Australian context.456 Scoping across the 

built environment, social environment, natural environment and economic environment, it is 

designed for decision-makers with a five-year scheduled implementation plan.457 The NDRRF 

acknowledges that “with the driver of a changing climate there is growing potential for some natural 

hazards to occur at unimagined scales, in unprecedented combinations and in unexpected 

locations.”458 Despite this, there are no recommendations for specific action in regard to reducing 

emissions or climate change itself. Instead, the strategies focus upon priorities of understanding 

disaster risk, accountable decisions, enhanced investments, and governance, ownership, and 

accountability.  

The framework recognises that critical infrastructure, land use planning, energy 

management, standards and codes, natural resource management, public services, 

telecommunications, community development, housing, finance and investment, health, insurance, 

agriculture, social policy, education, and climate adaptation should all be part of the equation when 

planning for disaster risk reduction. The role of community in the process is once again significantly 

underplayed, with a single recommendation of improving public awareness, empowering 

communities in making informed investments, and supporting local and place-based risk reduction 

efforts. It is yet to be seen how the plan will be implemented by various sectors of state and local 

governments and society. A series of preliminary guidance documents have been released, designed 

for “primary decision-makers, who can influence whether risks are created or reduce and affect their 

potential consequences”459 One guidance document puts forward suggestions on facilitating 

deconstructing disaster workshops, values analysis, systems thinking, rules and knowledge, and 

learning into the future. 460 A “two-day experiential ‘discovery and learning’ workshop process that 

focusses on deconstructing the systemic causes and effects of disaster” is outlined with the aim of 

“providing explanations of how to execute a ‘deconstructing disaster’ workshop and the types of 

outcomes generated from the process.”461 Whilst well-intentioned, these types of generic guidelines 

based upon the application of values, rules, knowledge (VKR) frameworks work upon the 

assumption that community is engaged, willing and capable of applying systems thinking to highly 

complex issues of risk and vulnerability. 

A year later, the devastating 2019–2020 bushfires in Australia saw over twenty-four million 

hectares burnt, three thousand homes destroyed, thirty-three people killed and unknown numbers 

affected by health issues through extensive smoke coverage, three billion animals killed or displaced, 
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and costs to date estimated at over $AU 10 billion. The “Royal Commission into National Natural 

Disaster Arrangements” was established to review national disaster arrangements now and into the 

future.462 Recommendations are wide-ranging across federal, state and government jurisdictions to 

encompass a whole of nation approach and coordination arrangements. These include extending the 

role of the Australian Defence Force, extending aerial firefighting capabilities and essential services, 

improving infrastructure and supply chains, increasing planning and resource sharing amongst local 

governments, improving evacuation planning, education, and warning systems, improving land, 

wildlife and heritage management, and improving land use planning and regulations. The reports 

acknowledge that a “whole-of-nation effort” is needed in tackling resilience to natural disasters 

contending the “expression ‘natural disaster’ is something of a misnomer, in part because some 

naturally-occurring hazards (such as fires and earthquakes) may only turn into a disaster because of 

what humans do and fail to do.”463  

Amongst the far-reaching recommendations, one of particular importance brings the 

concept of resilience to the forefront, suggesting that a “national entity dedicated to championing 

resilience” be established with a focus upon reducing long-term vulnerabilities as well as disaster 

recovery work in a coordinated national approach, able to be scaled up to meet the needs of future 

disasters, and to plan well ahead of disasters.464 Such an entity could potentially be a step in the 

right direction, depending upon the level and depth of involvement from within community. 

However, as the report notes, over 240 inquiries into natural disasters have been undertaken in 

Australia to date, and whilst recommendations have been taken under consideration and have led to 

improvements, many others have not.465 

There has been some limited research undertaken to date in mapping vulnerability and risk 

at the level of individual communities in Australia. One significant longitudinal study is “Community 

Opportunity and Vulnerability in Australia’s Cities and Towns,” undertaken over several decades by 

the Institute of Australian Housing and Urban Research. The study attempted to do so by scoping 

over a decade of statistical analysis from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) to determine 

clusters of vulnerability and opportunity, in order to develop a community opportunity-vulnerability 

continuum.466 Areas were then divided into three levels of scale – metropolitan, large scale regional, 

and towns, whilst vulnerabilities and opportunities were measured relating to areas including 

income levels, employment, human capital, population shifts, social disadvantage, and housing 

situation. Communities of opportunity are characterised by high or positive employment growth, 

positive growth in incomes, workers employed in expanding occupations and industry, 

commensurate levels of human capital, greater labour force attachment and higher income levels, 
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low concentrations of disadvantaged families, low public housing residents and low financial 

stress.467  

Whilst the study is useful in gaining a broad perspective of vulnerability identified around 

the country, and areas that may warrant attention in terms of future intervention, there are 

limitations with the methodology. Numerical data is analysed across communities to compare levels 

of vulnerability. However, this does not take into account individual characteristics of the 

community, its participants, untapped skill base, future projects, opportunities and investments, 

vulnerability to climate, topography, and environment, and most importantly the ability of the 

community to adapt to future change. There is an inherent assumption of evenly distributed levels 

of opportunity or vulnerability within an individual community, viewing averages, rather than 

variables, to benchmark each community against the next. The authors acknowledge these 

limitations stating, that the clustering approach simplifies the understanding of communities.468 The 

question also remains as to the benefits of benchmarking comparisons against other similar size 

population Statistical Level Areas (SLAs) with absolutely nothing else in common.  Assumptions have 

been made without research undertaken on the ground or local knowledge incorporated, or any 

understanding of underlying historical developments that may have led to the community’s current 

situation as it appears in statistics.  

A second follow up study, “Fault Lines Exposed” was undertaken over the decade from 1991 

to 2001. This is an extension of the first, gathering information through ABS data and incorporating 

much of the same methodology as the original. There is an additional focus upon the spatial 

relations between communities, in an attempt to identify whether geographic locations are a 

primary factor in the level of advantage of each community.469 The study discusses in detail people 

verses place factors in relation to possible policy approaches in terms of future funding, government 

support and possible mechanisms for encouraging development or relocation, in particular in the 

post-industrial old industry regions and suburbs of Australia. Valuable information is provided on 

those communities that may be considered as disadvantaged in a traditional sense and may be 

considered as ‘lost causes’ in terms of future policymaking. However, as the authors again 

acknowledge, the study provides a broad statistical overview with further significant research into 

the characteristics of individual communities required to understand specific vulnerabilities and 

their potential to adapt and grow into communities of opportunity. 470   

The University of New England and Natural Hazards CRC is currently developing the 

Australian Natural Disaster Resilience Index (ADRI), which “measures resilience through a 

combination of social, economic, natural environment, built environment, governance and 

geographical factors, providing spatial outputs (maps) that identify the mosaic of disaster resilience, 
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and the factors that contribute to this resilience, across Australia.”471 Seventy-seven indicators of 

coping capacity and adaptive capacity are analysed to “audit the state of disaster resilience at 

specified points in time, allowing changes in disaster resilience to be tracked over time.”472 Similar to 

the previous studies outlined, communities analysed are based upon the Bureau of Statistic’s SLA’s, 

with indicators drawn from publicly available data sets including the ABS, government departments, 

local government reports, and multiple Australian research institute. Indicators for coping capacity 

are grouped into social character, economic character, emergency services, community capital, 

information access, planning and the built environment. Indicators for adaptive capacity are grouped 

into social and community engagement and governance and leadership.473 Five overarching profile 

groups of communities are identified sharing similar strengths and opportunities, and a mean ADRI 

is generated.474  

This project also demonstrates limitations in that understanding of social capital is drawn 

from statistical information with no understanding of the nature and structure of the communities 

themselves. Further, planning and built environment indicators are based upon the suitability of 

individual dwellings and commercial buildings, rather than the natural environment, appropriate 

siting and location, appropriate infrastructure, risk analysis of natural disasters, and the future 

effects of climate change. Each of the studies examined here are traditional attempts to classify 

vulnerability from an interventional perspective rather than from a bottoms-up community-engaged 

approach to determining the specific characteristics and opportunities available within each 

community. Mapping vulnerability is largely dependent upon the perspective of those doing the 

mapping. When examining vulnerability, we should first ask the question, vulnerable to what? 

Systemic structural issues such as poverty, failures in governance, or a lack of functioning 

community may not be considered as an indicator of vulnerability by an engineer looking at issues of 

flood mitigation. Community performance should not be measured via a series of predetermined 

indicators. Instead, recognition of vulnerability and opportunity is needed at the level of community, 

from within the community, and by the community.  

A coordinated approach is critical, as escalating levels of risk require planning and 

preparedness, mitigation, knowledge and skills, organisation, communication and coordination and 

extensive financing well beyond the capabilities of individuals, communities, and local councils. The 

COVID-19 pandemic, which arrived in Australia whilst the 2019–2020 bushfires were still burning, 

demonstrates the complexity and enormity of such challenges that we are currently facing that 

require such an approach. Despite many disputes between state, territory and federal governments 

and multiple mistakes made, the rapid response to the pandemic in Australia has demonstrated 

broad capabilities across governance, business, and community that were previously untested. 
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Many lessons are still being learnt, and no doubt further inquiries will be undertaken in years to 

come, unpacking the appropriateness, success and failures of actions undertaken to stem the spread 

of the virus and its long-term social and economic ramifications.  

At the time of writing, close to twenty-nine thousand people have been diagnosed with 

COVID-19 in Australia, and over nine-hundred people have died from the virus.475 Australia’s 

international borders remain closed whilst state borders are in the process of reopening. Some 

Australians are returning to their workplaces after extended lockdowns, whilst many remain working 

from home. Many more are unemployed, underemployed, and facing unprecedented financial 

hardship due to the pandemic. The long-term ramifications of the effects of the pandemic in areas 

such as health, mental health, social engagement, and economic vulnerability will not be known for 

years to come, if ever.  

 

3.2.4 THE PRACTICE OF RESILIENCE BUILDING 

“Resilience is the capacity of an entity-an individual, a community, an organization, 
or a natural system – to prepare for disruptions, to recover from shocks and 

stresses, and to adapt and grow from a disruptive experience. As you build 
resilience, therefore, you become more able to prevent or mitigate stresses and 
shocks you can identify and better able to respond to those you can’t predict or 

avoid. You also develop greater capacity to bounce back from a crisis, learn from it, 
and achieve revitalization. Ideally, as you become more adept at managing 
disruption and skilled at resilience building, you are able to create and take 

advantage of new opportunities in good times and bad. That is the resilience 
dividend. It means more than effectively returning to normal functioning after a 

disruption, although that is critical. It is about achieving significant transformation 
that yields benefits even when disruptions are not occurring.”476   

 –  Judith Rodin 
 

As previously outlined, in traditional disaster management programmes, the emphasis is placed 

upon short term adaptability and resilience for the community to continue as before. Market forces 

and political pressure exert pressure to reconstruct as swiftly as possible and minimise short term 

economic loss. As Handmer and Dovers explain, “often, heroic efforts will be made to ‘get things 

back to normal’. Relevant here is the fact that decision-making processes in our political and 

commercial frameworks generally operate over very short time horizons (such as annual financial 

reports or the next election) and thus are only cognizant of currently visible, near-term costs and 

benefits.....a pattern emerges of a very deep-seated resistance to change.”477 However, a community 

that is genuinely resilient can cope with change proactively as well as reactively, qualities essential in 

determining long term stability and survival.478 The way in which a community copes in times of 

stress is intrinsically linked to culture, history, livelihood, governance, leadership and economic 
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stability. In the exceptional situation experienced in the aftermath of disaster, coping strategies of 

communities are put to the test and must consequently evolve to ensure long term survival.  

Traditional coping mechanisms help to reduce community vulnerability and need to be 

thoroughly examined and understood as intrinsic to any design, development, and regenerative 

strategy. The coping capacity of a community is defined by the UNISDR as the “ability of people, 

organizations and systems, using available skills and resources, to face and manage adverse 

conditions, emergencies or disasters.”479 Cuny proposed there is a common and unfounded 

perception that “disasters wipe out indigenous coping mechanisms – that somehow the disaster 

creates a condition where local organizations (both formal and informal) are not capable of 

operating properly.”480 In stark contradiction to this preconception, local organisations often 

perform better in times of crisis, which serves to reinforce coping mechanisms. Family and social 

units are commonly the inherent strength of community coping systems. On an individual level, help 

is initially provided to immediate family and then extended to broader family networks and 

neighbours. In times of devastating crisis, support, comfort and sharing of grief are essential in 

moving forward positively as a community. On a broader level, religious institutions, social services, 

and local governance need to take on leadership roles outside of their usual expertise levels to 

restore essential services, infrastructure, the supply of basic provisions and order.481 

From a long-term viewpoint, Susanna Davis argues, “coping strategies are not necessarily 

economically or environmentally sustainable.....on the environmental side, quick correlations 

between “abusive” coping strategies (e.g. cutting down trees to sell wood) and environmental 

degradation are often made.”482 Davis proposes that policy-makers placing emphasis on community 

coping may be blinded “to the need for a radical reappraisal of the requirements of peoples 

livelihoods in marginal areas.”483 Marginalised and vulnerable communities have limited choices, 

focusing upon short term survival in lieu of any long term environmental considerations. In these 

scenarios inherent coping mechanisms in search of rapid solutions can lead to additional long-term 

vulnerabilities and undermine resilience.  

The coping mechanisms underpinning a community should be identified prior to any 

introduced relief or development program. This is lacking in current relief organisations taking a one-

solution-fits-all approach, with minimal anthropological information underpinning relief efforts. 

Without a thorough understanding of the structures of local communities, cultural implications and 

the identification of coping mechanisms and their role in society, relief programmes could in fact do 

more harm to a community’s ability to cope than they do good.484 Intervention can undermine local 

confidence, and local agencies can be undervalued if they cannot provide suitable materials or 

expertise. An immediate provision of externalised help could become a disincentive to self-help and 
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self-reliance.485 Understanding any pre-existing social tensions and political unrest is essential to 

ensure that leadership is not put in the hands of the wrong people. Positive intervention can if 

delivered appropriately, strengthen a community’s coping strategies through the provision of 

opportunity for new leadership roles and strengthening the structures of existing local institutions. 

However, the timing of this is critical. To scaffold community resilience, the inclusion of any external 

assistance must be carefully timed and monitored to encourage community participation and self-

reliance. The days and months following a disaster are no time to make well informed, progressive 

decisions, and traditional coping strategies do not always lead to positive outcomes, with decisions 

made reactively in times of crisis often prove to have long term ramifications for community 

resilience and sustainability.    

Judith Rodin argues that resilience-building is a concept that can be learned and a practice 

that can be developed. The problem however, is that resilience thinking tends not to come in to play 

until after a shock or stress occurs.486 Rodin defines five essential characteristics of an entity with 

resilience as aware, diverse, integrated, self-regulating and adaptive.487 Rodin additionally defines 

three phases of resilience building as readiness, responsiveness and revitalisation, which must move 

forward structurally, socially and naturally.488 Our capacity to respond to disruption depends not 

only on readiness but “also on the quality of our social cohesion, because it is usually friends, 

neighbours, colleagues – and often strangers – who respond first.”489 According to Rodin, while a 

community is difficult to define and can mean many things to many people, it “by definition, implies 

some amount of social cohesion.”490 Social cohesion provides an element of resilience that 

influences responsiveness under stress, as when people know each other, work or play together, 

they are more likely to come together to respond effectively in times of crisis.491 

The aftermath of Hurricane Katrina is used by Rodin as an example of what can happen 

when physical vulnerabilities, including the destruction of homes, services, water, sanitation, 

healthcare, and transportation, combine with social vulnerability. With 80% of the city flooded, a 

poverty rate one of the highest in the US, a struggling education system and high crime rates, much 

more was needed than a simple repairing of infrastructure and the hurricane defence system. The 

city was overwhelmed with social vulnerability, which was essential in addressing fundamental 

issues of bringing people back to the city after the disaster and revitalising the community.492 Plans 

such as the Unified New Orleans Plan, the Neighbourhood Stabilisation Program, and the New 

Orleans Redevelopment Authority were put in place to address issues of density in areas with a high 

risk of future flooding and in creating new neighbourhood clusters by purchasing undeveloped flood 

safe land with strong financial incentives offered to residents to return.493  
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These types of programmes were aimed at building back better by addressing old 

vulnerabilities, unsustainable building practices, low home ownership rates and high flood insurance 

costs.494 Extensive efforts were put in place to improve social capital through education, 

environmental adaptation, economic activity, growth, and innovation.495 However, these incentives 

alone were not enough to bring people back to the city. According to Rodin, a sense of identity was 

also essential in revitalisation, with New Orleans’ distinct history, narratives, rich culture, and 

physical characteristics being primarily responsible for people returning to the city. As Rodin 

contends, “resilient entities create narratives that are positive, aspirational, and forward-looking 

without ignoring past difficulties or venturing into the realm of fantasy.”496   

Tony Fry also argues that “emphatically, resilience is not about maintaining business as usual 

and ‘core functions’……..resilience, as a collective condition, is not a product of policy, nor of the 

institutions of civil society… it is the product of the collective actions of people who are bound 

together by their culture and a common will to survive by transcending the conditions that 

threaten.”497 It is innovation at a community level, where crucially, “thinking and acting in time” has 

to be “embedded in, and formative of, ‘change communities’ as praxis.”498 This thinking recognises 

resilience as an underpinning of community self-sufficiency that transcends requirements for 

intervention from state or other external actors. Such reasoning applies to reducing vulnerabilities in 

the face of both fast and slow disasters, scaffolding communities against risk at multiple levels.  

 

3.2.5 REFLECTIONS ON RESILIENCE 

 

To engage with issues of resilience seriously —at a level beyond the generalised rhetoric current in 

much of the resilience research undertaken in recent years —it should be recognised through the 

conditions of the local as affected by the regional and the global. The local manifests itself in a 

myriad of different ways in accordance with geography, climate, demographics, culture, economy, 

and political stability. A one-solution-fits-all approach in addressing the strengths and vulnerabilities 

of individual communities is simply not viable. Gradual recognition that a long-term approach to 

resilience and mitigation in lieu of short-sighted quick fix recovery solutions is a developing trend, 

though this currently remains primarily at a conceptual rather than a practical level. In order to 

move towards effective and sustainable action, science, social science, the humanities, business, 

community, government, and design cannot continue to work at opposite poles. Instead, they need 

to work together to act meaningfully and make sense of the complexity of problems that we are 

currently facing.  
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The application of post-disciplinary modes of knowledge building through problem 

recognition — as opposed to rationalistic modes of problem-solving — becomes of critical 

importance. Yet those in fields of so-called expert knowledge, including the design professions, have 

to date largely failed to recognise, act, or deal with the necessity of thinking beyond the boundaries 

of singular disciplinary approaches to long-term resilience. Complex conditions of vulnerability and 

resilience on the ground should not be reduced to determination by generalised indexing that is 

then simply transferred to other communities. As we have seen in the introduction to the case 

studies of Charleville and Mackay in “Chapter 2: The Local Context,” each community has its own 

unique strengths and weaknesses, with geographic, environmental, cultural, historical, economic, 

political, and socially constructed conditions that vary enormously. It is only on the ground, from 

within community, that these unique characteristics come to light. Involving community at a surface 

level is inherently unsustainable. Community itself needs to be the driver of future adaptive 

capacity. For this to occur, however, a pre-figured approach needs to be in place prior to disaster 

occurring. A pre-emptive planning strategy individualised and designed within each community is 

essential in risk reduction, mitigation, and regeneration. Only at this localised level can the difficult 

decisions be made in the best interest of the community as a whole. 

It is apparent that a new kind of approach is required to negotiate the complex relationship 

of pre-disaster risk mitigation and preparedness and post-disaster community regeneration and 

adaptation. The potential of design thinking to determine existing problems, critically review, 

evaluate, coordinate, and engage in creative solutions at all levels of disaster vulnerability reduction 

and regeneration requires extensive examination. A carefully considered approach to strengthening 

resilience is essential in ensuring a maintenance only mentality does not ensue, and that forward-

thinking strategy is applied to increase adaptive capacity. Building community resilience is a pre-

emptive strategy towards the reduction of any future risks. The social, environmental, economic, 

demographic, and political should all be considered as intrinsically linked in the context of resilience. 

Human settlements can no longer operate in isolation and within short-term political agendas and 

expect to strengthen resilience to face the challenges to come. Transformative change – change that 

challenges the very way we conceive our inhabitation of the planet is crucial in minimising future 

vulnerabilities.  

Human settlements need to learn to face, mitigate and adapt not only to immediate and 

situated risk but to the slower unfolding risks of climate change, expanding and shifting populations, 

sociopolitical unrest, and global health crisis. What is missing currently is a level of insightfulness and 

planning for the bigger picture of sustainable futures ‚— beyond frameworks, timeframes, 

governance and funding in the moment. Resilience is a process, not an end goal. Resilience reaches 
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beyond the level of recovery, towards a level of awareness, preparedness, mitigation, and 

adaptation, that fully engages with risk at the level of the local, regional, and global. Resilience is 

learning from the past, facing, and overcoming challenges of the present, preparing for and adapting 

to challenges of the future, and planning for contingency. Resilience demands inhabiting with care— 

beyond current notions of sustainability— and thinking transformatively through time.
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3. 3 (RE)THINKING COMMUNITY   

 

3.3.1 CONCEPTUALISING COMMUNITY 

The gravest and most painful testimony of the modern world, the one that 
possibly involves all other testimonies to which this epoch must answer (by 

virtue of some unknown decree or necessity, for we bear witness also to the 
exhaustion of thinking through History),is the testimony of the dissolution, the 

dislocation, or the conflagration of community.499  
— Jean-Luc Nancy 

 

In conceptualising resilience-strengthening strategies for communities, the dialectic of what 

constitutes community first comes into question. The nature of community is fluid through time and 

space, and therefore extremely difficult to define. The plurality of the term community brings with it 

conflicting definitions in multi-dimensional contexts. Despite the vagueness of the term, much of the 

current research and policy in the realm of community resilience is premised upon the existence of 

community as a given — idealised, measurable, and bonded as a single entity. Rarely is a clarification 

of what constitutes community sought within this context; instead, community is reduced to and 

theorised as a pre-existing condition.  

As an exploration of the links between resilience, community and design, this research 

extends the definition of community beyond ‘condition’— to incorporate ‘action’, and most 

critically, to ‘process.’ Community — dependent upon a shared bond, a sacred belief, a common set 

of values — is fluid, ever-evolving, and always exists in a state of tension. It cannot be assumed to 

act as a utopian whole. What once constituted community in a different place, or a different time 

frame has little relevance here and now. As previously addressed, for a community to be resilient, it 

must first and foremost be functioning. The question remains as to whether it is possible to 

constitute a community as a functioning collection of individuals with diverse and conflicting 

interests, backgrounds, beliefs, and values and, would a functioning community so constituted be 

inherently resilient? Can the viability and resilience of community even be assessed? Opposing 

theories in the writings of late twentieth century prominent thinkers of community expose many 

contradictions and preconceptions and are examined here in an attempt to narrow a definition of 

what constitutes viable community in the context of this study. 

Benedict Anderson’s notions of community are based upon the premise that community is 

unified and largely overridden by the larger concept of nationalism. In Imagined Communities, 

Anderson gives agency to shared language creating a mythology of community, resulting in the 

sense of belonging to the imagined nation, which “regardless of the actual inequalities and 
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exploitation that may prevail…is always conceived as a deep horizontal comradeship.”500 Anderson’s 

concepts of the nation as overriding is somewhat reductive, minimising effects of conflicting internal 

political agendas, social and economic tension that is inherent in all communities of all shapes and 

sizes. Instead, Anderson highlights the function of a shared language within community, which he 

identifies as creating a shared overriding sense of unity and identity. This idea of a united 

community breaks down complex relationships and networks of power within the community itself 

via a horizontal affiliation, which according to Anderson, is a way of producing a community 

premised upon a unified sense of belonging to the nation as a whole.501 

Anderson’s imagined community creates a tidy explanation that glosses over inconsistencies 

and internal differences and contradictions, imagining a harmonious, non-conflicted community 

working towards one common goal. However, if we apply this theory within the context of the 

Australian nation as community, Australia’s national identity is decidedly unclear. As previously 

examined in “Chapter 2.3 The Regional Context”, Australia Day marks the arrival of the First Fleet in 

Sydney Cove and the proclamation of British sovereignty. In respect of Australia’s Indigenous 

peoples, there has been much recent debate surrounding the appropriateness of celebrating the 

date, increasingly referred to as ‘Invasion Day’. Debate also continues to evolve between 

Monarchists and Republicans around our constitutional connection with Britain. Perhaps it is 

Australia’s tyranny of distance described by Jared Diamond, coupled with its Western beginnings as 

a penal colony contributing to the image of the “Aussie battler,” that has heightened the imagined 

community of Australia.502 

 In reality, our multi-cultural population is far more diverse than the myth that has been 

projected. We all have a varied perception of nation and what it means to be Australian. Within the 

greater nation, there is a further complex dimension of regionalism, with an imagined sense of 

belonging to states and territories that may be difficult to comprehend in countries with lesser 

geographic boundaries and distances between regional centres. To an Australian living in 

Queensland, a Western Australian may just as easily come from another country with a six-hour 

flight separating their respective capital cities. Not only is there an internal tyranny of distance, but 

also vastly opposing views on social, economic, and political issues across Australia’s regions. 

Furthermore, within each state and territory, there are divided loyalties and agendas between the 

rural, the regional town and the metropolitan. In the context of Australia, the reality of community 

within community is infinitely more complex than what Anderson would have us believe.  

These kinds of notions have also been rejected by writers, including Jean Luc Nancy and 

Georgio Agamben, as attempting to erase complex contradictions within community itself. Whereas 

Anderson’s community constitutes a holistic “being-in” community, Jean Luc Nancy in The 
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Inoperative Community proposes community as a vastly different reality. Nancy contends that 

underpinning the core of Western social and political thought is a nostalgic longing for an intimate 

community — a residue of the misconstrued idea that we once lived in a harmonious and connected 

community that has deteriorated over history. Nancy, therefore, considers the concept of 

community, as we currently understand it as idealised and no longer viable — as mythology. In 

contemporary society, the concept of community has become synonymous with altruism, a selfless 

living in harmony, and a concern for the welfare of the community as an imagined whole. Existing as 

an imagined fusion of individuals, a “being-in”— the idealised community attempts to function as a 

single identity. An inoperative community, on the other hand, is conceived as a “being-with” — 

without fixed identity or collective goals, existing as unplanned and spontaneous.503  

Nancy questions how a community can function as both a condition of multiple and 

disparate individuals and a single body of being? It is important to note that Nancy’s post-Marxist 

philosophical theory distances his “inoperative community” from concepts of communism, 

explaining that a community that is designed to fulfil a set of nostalgic ideals, through its “work,” will 

inevitably self-destruct.504 Whilst the Marxist notion of community is based upon ideals of humanism 

and a collective desire for undivided social identity, Nancy’s community is based upon finitude, and 

therefore extends beyond humanistic modes of thinking:505 

 

 …the thinking of community as essence – is in effect the closure of the political. Such a 
thinking constitutes closure because it assigns to community a common being, whereas 
community is a matter of something quite different, namely, of existence inasmuch as it is in 
common, but without letting itself be absorbed into a common substance… Being in common 
means… no longer having, in any form, in any empirical or ideal place, such a substantial 
identity, and sharing this (narcissistic) ‘lack of identity.’ This is what philosophy calls 
‘finitude’…. Finitude, or the infinite lack of infinite identity, if we can risk such a formulation, 
is what makes community.506 

 

To Nancy, the political is the “place of community —  the place the existence of being-in-

common, which gives rise to the existence of being-self.”507 Recognising the thinking of Aristotle, 

Nancy explains that we live in cities as “this is the political way of life — not for reasons of need, but 

for a higher reason, itself without reason, namely to ‘live well’ (en zein).”508 This sharing, or opening 

up of individual interiority to exteriority, to an existence of being exposed to others, is at the core of 

community and is why we chose to live in villages, towns, and cities.509 Following this line of thinking, 

community could be viewed as a collection of disparate individuals with opposing agendas, living a 

communal life in order to live well, and to avoid fading into insignificance.  

This thinking reflects Lefebvre’s arguments of the “right to the city,” equating the right to 

participate in a “political life”.510 What this fails to recognise however, is the millions of people 

around the planet who move to towns and cities not to live well but through absolute necessity (as 
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discussed in “Chapter 2.2 The Global Context”). Such Eurocentric views overlook complex issues of 

uneven global development, displacement, growth of informal settlement and increasing 

socioeconomic disparities. The assumption that human desire drives the shift to the urban is a gross 

simplification of the complexities of global communities.  

Whilst Nancy’s work introduces a conceptual framework through which to begin to question 

community, further elaboration is not forthcoming on a theory of what a functioning community 

could constitute. Similarly, the work of Maurice Blanchot opens further lines of inquiry into 

conceptual communities but provides little in the way of answers. In The Unavowable Community, 

Blanchot responds to the work of Nancy and further contests the concept of an ideal community, or 

one that can be characterised as “communal.”511  Blanchot was influenced by the work of Georges 

Bataille, who approached the concept of community in terms of “the sacred” as that which binds 

people together (where the idea of sacrifice becomes obsessive). Blanchot instead focuses his 

attention on exploring intrinsic linkages of friendship, community, and finitude. Blanchot’s writings 

engage with issues of the confusing language of communism and community and critiques alternate 

interpretations of community — including works of Nancy, Bataille and Marguerite Duras — yet 

offers no alternative vision of community as viable moving forward. According to Blanchot, 

community, constructed upon relations between beings, where death, disaster, and absence lie at 

the core, makes it always “an impossible, absent community.”512  

 

A being does not want to be recognised, it wants to be contested: in order to exist it goes 
towards the other, which contests and at times negates it…The existence of every being thus 
summons the other or a plurality of others…. It therefore summons a community: a finite 
community, for it in turn has its principle in the finitude of the beings which form it…513 
 

Whether a community of two or a community of many, this drawing together yet opposing 

tension between beings is to Blanchot at the heart of community. Parallel to these concepts, 

Alphonso Lingus further examines finitude in The Community of Those with Nothing in Common, 

contending that it is not in life that community is constituted but in our mortality.514 According to 

Lingis, it is not common language, nor a common conceptual framework, nor building something in 

common together that matters in the end. Whilst Heidegger argued that death comes singularly to 

each of us, that we each die alone, Lingis reflects, “I came to think that a society that would forsake 

the dying to die alone, whether in hospitals or in the gutters, undermines itself radically.”515 It is in 

the face of death, not in life, that community is formed according to Lingis, even amongst those who 

on the surface appear to hold nothing in common at all.  
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In The Coming Community, Georgio Agamben returns to Nancy’s thinking, arguing that most 

of us preconceive community as a “being-in,” which constitutes “an absolutely unrepresentable 

community.”516 Agamben perceives community as a concept without identity and essentially 

without essence. Community is instead based upon tradition, myth, history and sentimentality and is 

therefore imagined, a myth that must be unworked to understand the true nature of community.517 

Agamben contests notions of both personal identity and community-as-community, which create 

conditions of inclusion and exclusion.518 To escape preconceived divisions of class, race, and religious 

affiliation, it is necessary first to question notions of singular identity and community and transverse 

these imaginary boundaries. Community, free of the notions of being-in, belonging, and essence, 

replaced by the possibility of a being-together of separate existences, provides new and unexplored 

possibility.  

This thinking is particularly relevant In an increasingly globalised world, where technology 

has brought with it a new form of nomadism, with rapid transportation, the Internet, information 

sharing, and social media further obscuring notions of the essence of community. As Ulrich Beck 

contends: 

 

These technologies are everyday means of bridging time and space: they create proximity 
over distances, and distances within proximity – absence at the same place. To live in one 
place no longer means to live together and living together no longer means living in the same 
place. 519 

 

This translates to a fragmentation of preconceived, fixed communities, with the emergence of 

transnational communities no longer dependent upon geography and physical connectedness. It 

conversely brings with it a new form of community – one in which working together across borders, 

across continents, and across cultures emerges.520 As global communities form across space and 

time, traditional local communities weaken as connection to place diminishes. Zygmunt Bauman 

similarly argues that as information travels global boundaries, beyond the speed of the most 

advanced forms of transportation, the boundaries between inside and outside of community can no 

longer be sustained.521 Bauman argues “all communities are postulated; projects rather than 

realities, something that comes after, not before the individual choice.”522 Community, according to 

Bauman, is “paradise lost or a paradise still hoped to be found,” existing in nostalgic notions of the 

past, or a hopeful future, but “definitely not a paradise we inhabit.” 523 Bauman argues the 

contradiction of community as follows: 
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There is a price to be paid for the privilege of ‘being in a community’- and it is inoffensive or 
even invisible only as long as the community stays in the dream. The price is paid in the 
currency of freedom, variously called ‘autonomy’, ‘right to self-assertion’, ‘right to be 
yourself’. Whatever you chose, you gain some and loose some. Missing community means 
missing security; gaining community, if it happens, would soon mean missing freedom.524 
 

As safe neighbourhoods based upon “sameness” and rejecting “Otherness” become the 

primary objective of community, community, in turn becomes a kind of “voluntary ghetto” where 

those living inside are free to leave at will, and people will pay a fortune for spatial enclosure in the 

name of safety. Whereas a real ghetto equates to a denial of freedom, the “voluntary ghetto” of 

community, according to Bauman, is meant to serve the cause of freedom.525  

A common theme of the philosophical works examined here is a lack of elaboration as to 

what a theory of a viable community could constitute. These thinkers provide an entrée to the 

complexity and contradiction of community, with Blanchot contending “but isn’t community outside 

intelligibility?”526 Community here has been conceived as an imagined identity, as nostalgic myth, as 

impossible and absent, as wholly unrepresentable, as dependent upon finitude, as transcending 

space, and time, and as an idealised dream of a future paradise. In the context of resilience, 

community needs to move beyond such nostalgic notions, in order to function in the face of present 

and future risk that Beck argues is coming towards us at the global level. An operable and resilient 

community, by necessity, works together not only in times of adversity, but to minimise levels of risk 

in the face of future adversity. 

 

3.3.2 THE PROBLEM WITH UTOPIAN VISIONS 

In short, ’community’ stands for the kind or world which is not, 
regrettably, available to us — but which we would dearly wish to 

inhabit and which we hope to repossess.527 
—Zygmunt Bauman 

 

As reviewed in “Chapter 2.2 The Global Context,” attempts to think community beyond the purely 

conceptual and into the realm of physical manifestation – such as the small communities visioned in 

Marxist ideals and a myriad of planning movements (the City Beautiful, the Garden City, the Garden 

Suburb, the New Town, and New Urbanism) — have been doomed to a failed utopian vision. Early 

proponents of grassroots movements in community engagement and empowerment, including 

social ecologist Murray Bookchin argued for new relationships between city, nature, and people in 

the form of eco-communities.528 Rather than suggesting a return to an agrarian society, Bookchin 

acknowledges that we are committed to an urbanised and technological way of life, and the city 

should be seen as a centre for human energy and creativity, which should not be undervalued. 

Bookchin’s vision of the urban though is small scaled, self-administering, and controllable, bringing 
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the garden to the city and living more balanced, healthy, ecological, and intellectual/political lives 

whilst participating in urban transformation.529  

This is in line with the utopian and romanticised thinking of Howard’s Garden City as 

previously outlined, based upon organic communities of culturally rich and beautiful green spaces. 

Colin Ward also proposed self-organisation and administration, championing community co-

operation, and self-managed social practices across all areas of urban renewal, including housing, 

urban policy and planning, architecture, design, community gardens, through to credit-unions and 

finance sectors.530 What is needed to achieve this bottoms-up approach, according to Ward, is 

access to finance, know-how, and a simplification of procedures.531 Ward contends that self-help 

and mutual aid “was the dominant characteristic of the emerging working-class organizations of the 

nineteenth century,” and the “political heirs of these organizations have put their faith exclusively in 

governmental bureaucracy and have not only ignored this heritage but despise it.”532  

Whilst approaches such as these are useful in imagining alternate self-governed models of 

living in communities, they do not scale well in times of globalisation, unsettlement, rapid 

urbanisation, megacities, poor siting, geographic vulnerability, and climate change. This nostalgic 

vision of community also does not fit well with today’s uneven relations in power, exclusion, and 

disenfranchisement of millions of people around the planet. David Harvey criticises the idealisation 

of bottoms-up social movements such as these as unrealistic, contending self-managed community 

organisations will become weak and are always in danger from external political forces. Harvey 

contends that “the fragmented heterogeneity of grassroots movements” instead requires political 

coherence and a common language to gain momentum and have a broader impact.533  

 

But the re-making and re-imaging of ‘community’ works in more general directions only if it 
connects to and becomes embedded in a more broadly-based politics that challenges the 
status quo in some way or other. The crystallization of a relatively permanent and coherent 
form of local organization, though not sufficient, is a necessary condition for broader kinds of 
political action. This means that systems of authority, consensus-formation and ‘rules of 
belonging’ must be set up and these inevitably become exclusionary in certain respects and 
even controlling of the social processes that grounded solidarities in the first instance… 
although community ‘in itself’ has meaning as part of a broader politics, community ‘for 
itself’ almost invariably degenerates into regressive exclusions and fragmentations.534 

 

In The Ideal of Community and the Politics of Difference, Iris Marion Young also questions 

political theorists who put forward the idea of a social model of face-to-face relationships of small 

grouped communities, as this denies difference in time and space distancing.535 According to Young, 

this type of idealised society carries a vision of specific social organisation made up of small, 

personally acquainted, decentralized, economically self-sufficient and autonomously democratic 

identities,536 which is “both wildly utopian and undesirable,” at least in the eyes of many who chose 
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to live as strangers thrown together in sprawling cities.537 Young instead suggests sketching a vision 

of good society as starting from a positive experience of city life — constituting a relationship of 

people extending from a town of 10,000 to a city in the millions. Here though, Young starts from the 

assumption of the ideal city, where productivity meets needs, the environment is clean and 

renovated, all who can work have meaningful work, and those who cannot are provided for with 

dignity.538 In this scenario, people are externally, rather than internally related, either face-to-face, 

or through media or communication, acknowledging their contribution to city life, but experiencing 

and witnessing each other as different.539 However, despite criticising utopianism, Young’s 

conceptualised openness and idealisation of an “unoppressed” city life presented is equally utopian 

in its thinking. In attempting to conceptualise an ideal community at the level of the city, Young 

recognises that the position taken must start from that which does not and cannot exist — an ideal 

city.  

Architect and academic Nabeel Hamdi contends it is necessary to start locally in order to 

make a difference globally, as “intelligent practice builds on the collective wisdom of people and 

organizations on the ground.”540 However, the approach Hamdi advocates is a strengthening of 

linkages between the bottoms-up approaches by communities with the tops-down approaches of 

strategic policy, planning and governance in “a cyclical process, accepting that both sides are needed 

and their goals and interests need to be integrated….starting small locally then building larger plans 

for social enterprise and good governance based on forms of mutual engagement.”541  

Hamdi identifies five typologies of community as communities of interest in which people 

gather around a common concern, communities of culture that share values and beliefs, 

communities of practice formed around work or shared endeavours, communities of resistance 

formed in the face of external threats, and place-based communities formed through geographical 

belonging.542 Each of these types of communities has its own competing and conflicting agendas, 

and according to Hamdi, new forms of partnerships and networks across all scales of organisations 

from the public and private spheres are therefore required.543 Here, Hamdi recognises the ambiguity 

and complexity of community, despite community regularly being discussed as a homogeneous, 

cohesive whole. Community can reject outsiders, can discriminate within itself and is ever-changing 

and shifting over generations. Within a city, region, or town, community is never equal, and we 

should therefore be cautious of discussing the concept of community as a unifying notion. 
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3.3.3 REFLECTIONS ON COMMUNITY 

 

There remains a critical space between the unresolved/philosophical understandings of community 

and the opposing instrumental/scientific assumptions that we have seen in the literature 

surrounding resilience. In this context, current approaches to community resilience and policy are 

posited in the assumption that community is a functioning and viable whole. This needs to be 

(re)thought. Community, dependent upon myth, sacred belief, and common values, is highly 

questionable. Nostalgic vison of community comes undone when the culture of the individual is 

paramount and shared belief is absent. Yet there is a contradiction in times of disaster, where time 

and time again we see the physical manifestation of community at work. Disasters bring about a 

condition of temporary co-operation and operability, which is often idealised by the media. As 

outlined in “Chapter 2.3 The Regional Context” the “Mud Army” of Brisbane’s 2011-12 floods was 

one such example of community banding together in a crisis. Queensland maintains a sizeable 

permanent volunteer State Emergency Service (SES) for such events. However, even with the help of 

the Australian Defence Force, it was soon realised that the sheer scale of the clean-up operation 

required additional support. Brisbane’s City Council requested community volunteers and the 

response was overwhelming. More than 23,000 officially registered the next morning and turned up 

with shovels, gloves, and gumboots for the clean-up. Many thousand additional unregistered helpers 

pitched in to help friends, family, neighbours, and strangers, removing around 240,000 tonnes of 

damaged furniture, equipment and building waste in the process.544  

The generosity of volunteers served to lift the community’s spirit in a time of need, whilst 

demonstrating a community operating pragmatically and successfully when placed under immediate 

stress. However, once the clean-up phase was complete, the community returned back to normal 

operations. Some would define this ability to ‘bounce back’ in the face of disaster as resilience. The 

question remains as to what could be put in place to allow that level of community cohesion to 

continue, when stress is not immediately evident, yet levels of risk continue to escalate. Can a 

community that has limited knowledge or appreciation of the larger risks they face now and in the 

future be considered truly resilient? A slow disaster such as climate change threatens health, 

agriculture, fresh water, property, infrastructure, political stability, economies, and livelihoods. It 

threatens the well-being of future generations and the long-term habitability of the planet. How this 

is recognised and valued at the level of community is critical for long-term resilience.  

As examined in “Chapter 2.4 The Local Context,” the case studies of Charleville and Mackay 

demonstrate a range of vulnerabilities that place the communities at levels of escalated risk, 

particularly within the context of climate change. At the level of community recognition of the 
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ramifications of the slow disaster varies markedly — as will be unpacked in the examination of 

reflections gathered from local community in “Chapter 4 The Case Studies” a lack of understanding 

of risk beyond the immediate, beyond the finitude of the individual, equals a lack of community 

resilience. Communities do not exist in isolation – they exist in a globalised world where information 

flows freely and local, regional, and global borders are continuously redrawn. Unsustainability can in 

part be attributed to the fundamental fragmentation of community at the level of the glocal; that is, 

a failure to recognise that the immediate, individual locally situated risks that we face are positioned 

within the larger context of complex global challenges. Bauman contends that whilst the risks we 

collectively face have social origins, “they seem to fall upon each one of us at random, as individual 

problems, of the kind that could be confronted only individually, and repaired, if at all, only by 

individual efforts.”545 Yet, as citizens of the planet, we all contribute to and, in return, become 

vulnerable to escalating risk at the level of the global. Community, whilst situated physically in the 

local must recognise itself as part of a global community — vulnerable to global risk that reaches 

well beyond our own short time on the planet.  

Here we return to Nancy’s understanding of community as existing beyond a nostalgic, 

idealised “being-in” attempting to function unsuccessfully as a single identity, to a “being-with” that 

exists currently as largely unplanned and without communal goals. If we remove the impossible 

notions of being-in and ideals of the ‘essence’ of community and replace these with a possibility of 

“being-together” of individual existences, as Agamben argues, we are opened to new possibilities. 

These possibilities need to transcend community constructed upon relationships, their absences, 

and the finitude of man that Blanchot and Lingis explore. Community (re)thought reaches not only 

beyond limitations of mortality and time; it moves across space and borders in recognition of the 

global risk that Beck contends unites us all. A reimagined community in the context of resilience is 

one in which community not only bands together in times of adversity but comes together to 

minimise times of future adversity - to face the future challenges of the local, the regional, and the 

global, beyond the finitude of humankind. We can then begin to sketch a framework of communities 

of resilience as an ‘acting-together’ — situated locally, thinking transformatively, and acting 

regeneratively in the milieu of global risk. Communities of resilience are those that think globally 

through time, whilst acting locally in time. 
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3.4 (RE)THINKING DESIGN  

  

3.4.1 UNSUSTAINABILITY VIA DESIGN 

In an environment that is screwed up visually, physically, and chemically, the 
best and simplest thing that architects, industrial designers, planners, etc., 

could do for humanity would be to stop working entirely.546  
—Victor Papanek 

 

Design is never an end point but a continuous ontological process. The Industrial Revolution was not 

an intentional, designed event. Instead, it evolved from the desire to accumulate wealth via the 

manufacture and transportation of goods in the shortest possible time frame to the largest amount 

of people.547 As new technologies spread rapidly throughout Western Europe and North America the 

process of industrialization completely modified the global landscape and by the 1890s, industrial 

corporations with global interests marked the beginning of globalisation as we know it today. With 

the Industrial Revolution came multiple benefits, including increased standards of living, increased 

food production, electricity, sewerage, medicines and hygiene and safer construction, bringing 

enormous improvements and increased life expectancy. However, the long-term consequences of 

using raw materials for the taking were not considered a matter for concern, with humanity and 

nature considered as separate entities, and nature thought of as so vast the effects would be 

inconsequential.548 Understanding these consequences today does not necessarily equate to acting 

upon them. In his 1954 work The Question Concerning Technology, Martin Heidegger introduces the 

notion of “standing reserve” (bestand) whereby the world’s resources are understood as “an 

accumulation of natural miracles, transformed into the means for human control and domination of 

Earth. A stockpile ready for human exploration.”549 In reducing nature to a standing stockpile of 

resources for exploitation through technology, we disconnect ourselves from the planet. By seeing 

nature as only something that we can take advantage of, and ourselves as actors that impose rules 

on it, we disregard the fact that nature has its own rules that we need to respect for humanities 

survival. Heidegger argued that everything, everywhere, is ordered to be immediately at hand for 

human consumption. Energy, and resources in this way are ‘unlocked’ from nature, and once 

‘unlocked’ they are transformed, stored up, and in turn distributed. We as humans have designed 

the world around us, with little thought for the ongoing consequences of our actions. As designers 

we should always question — what needs to be designed, what may be eliminated, what can be 

adapted, and what should be encouraged to create long-term sustainable futures. 

Once embedded in a variety of craft practices, the division of labour in the Industrial 

Revolution led to design servicing the industrial economy, its means of production, urban form, and 
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modern culture — eventually manifesting in commodities, lifestyles, image, and social status. Since 

The Great Exhibition of 1851 in London, showcasing industry, technology and new experimental 

designs of Modernism, design has been implicit in the escalation of mass consumption. From Walter 

Gropius and his Bauhaus contemporaries in the 1920s seeking a new unity of art and technology, to 

Streamline Modern jump-starting the American economy in the 1930s through the styling of new 

goods, to New York’s 1939-40 World Fair and Norman Bel Geddes Futurama exhibition promising a 

futuristic and utopian vision of the world of tomorrow, to the mass development of plastics in the 

1950s, and the digital revolution of the 1980s to 90s. Design’s role in environmental degradation, 

pollution, carbon emissions, and wastefulness through planned (designed) obsolescence of 

everything (buildings, cars, fridges, homewares, fashion, mobile phones, to name a few) should not 

be underestimated.  

Simultaneously designers and design critics have worked to contest some of these issues. 

The Decorative Arts and Craft movement (and practitioners such as William Morris and Walter 

Crane) in the late 1800s and early 1900s grew out of a concern for the effects of industrialisation on 

design, traditional skills, and on the lives of ordinary people. In the 1920s Buckminster Fuller, 

conceived his Dymaxion house to meet the need for a mass-produced, affordable, easily 

transportable, and environmentally efficient house before devoting his life’s work as to the optimal 

ways for humanity to survive successfully on the earth, and doing more with less. In the 1960s Vance 

Packard criticised consumerism, including issues such a style obsolescence in the automobile 

industry in The Waste Makers.550  

A renewed interest in political, social, and environmental issues in the late 1960s, and a 

counterculture of alternative lifestyles, re-engaging with the environment, and self-sufficiency also 

led to Stewart Brand’s “The Whole Earth Catalogue.” The catalogue featured essays, articles, and 

product reviews with an editorial focus upon self-sufficiency, ecology, do-it-yourself, and holism. 

Having campaigned National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) to release the first 

images of the planet, Brand hoped this image in the catalogue’s cover would be a powerful visual 

symbol of humanities shared destiny on a small planet.551  

In the 1970s Victor Papanek’s Design for the Real World: Human Ecology and Social Change 

argued that designers should focus on solutions to living improvements in the developing world and 

seek to advance the understanding of design from the perspective of social responsibility and 

sustainability.552 Dieter Rams (formally head designer for the consumer products company Braun in 

the 1950s), further argued in the 1970s that obsolescence should be a crime in design and 

developed his principals of sustainable, “good design” accordingly.  
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Post 2000, Michael Braungart and William McDonough put forward their framework for a 

cradle-to-cradle model of design, characterised by principals drawn from nature where everything 

becomes a renewable resource for something else in Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the Way we Make 

Things.553 Jonathan Chapman’s Emotionally Durable Design discusses why people consume and, 

therefore, why obsolescence is so effective,554 while Annie Leonard’s The Story of Stuff explores the 

threat of overconsumption on the environment, economy, and our health.555 Design’s role in 

physical, psychological and technological obsolescence and consumer engineering have also been 

extensively analysed in works such as Giles Slade’s Made to Break.556  

As the world becomes more complex, design becomes more complex. The scale of design 

has gradually shifted from products to organisations, to sociopolitical, and economic systems. The 

client has expanded from solitary user to an intimately connected web of people, spanning the 

globe. The digital revolution has expanded the boundaries of design production, creativity, and 

knowledge into processes that are still evolving today and as such, designers frequently adapt their 

cultural and contextual practice. Advanced technologies such as additive manufacturing and rapid 

prototyping, assistive technology and robotics, virtual reality, advanced user interface and wearable 

technology, the internet of things, and artificial intelligence all raise new question in design ethics 

and the future of design, for as Villem Flusser contends “this is the design that is the basis of all 

culture: to deceive nature by means of technology, to replace what is natural with what is artificial 

and build a machine out of which there comes a god who is ourselves.”557 

John Thackara argues that we cannot and should not stop technology, but instead, we need 

to change the innovation agenda by putting people first and foremost:  

 

Many of the troubling situations in our world are the result of design decisions…. Design 
decisions shape the processes behind the products we use, the materials and energy 
required to make them, the way we operate them on a daily basis, and what happens to 
them when we no longer need them. We may not have meant to do so, and we may regret 
the way things have turned out, but we designed our way into the situations that face us 
today.558  

 

Thackara also optimistically believes, “if we can design our way into difficulty, we can design 

our way out.”559 For real change to happen, all designers (and therefore all humans) need to 

recognise that design is still, in many ways, sustaining the unsustainable and move beyond the 

rhetoric of green-washing. ‘Eco-friendly’ design implies that the design is friendly to ecology and 

‘sustainability’ assumes that the design is able to be maintained in a sustainable process, yet this is 

rarely the case as products, goods and services marketed as such often do only marginally less harm 

than the alternatives and can even do more harm by creating a sense of complicacy, concealing the 

fact that such products are inherently defuturing. There is a new generation of designers emerging, 
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less concerned with pushing products of large corporate clients and more concerned with the 

environmental, ecological, and social impact of their profession. Socially conscious design studios 

have started working with non-profit institutions devoted to social and environmental issues under a 

number of banners (including Design Activism, Public Interest Design, Human-Centered Design, 

Social Impact Design, Social Design, Design for Social Innovation, Social and Environmental 

Responsible Design) and is generally characterised by attitudes that value justice, equality, 

participation, sharing and circular economies, sustainability, and practices that engage social issues 

and recognize the long-term consequences of decisions and actions. Such movements are positive 

steps, as Victor Margolin contends: 

 

Design must disengage itself from consumer culture as the primary shaper of its identity and 
find a terrain where it can begin to rethink its role in the world. The result of this activity, if 
successful, will be a new power for the designer to participate in projects for the welfare of 
humankind both inside and outside the market economy.560  

 

Design for resilience does not assume that the conditions that have already been put into 

place — many through the act of design — are worth sustaining. Instead, communities of resilience 

will need to reach beyond maintenance only approaches and look to alternative modes of habitation 

that are viable moving forward. For design to participate in projects for the welfare of people, it first 

needs to take responsibility for its role in what it has brought about to date and reconsider where it 

should direct its focus in the future. 

 

3.4.2 DESIGNING IN TIME 

To design in time is not to claim an ability to see into the future. Rather it 
involves examining in detail what is likely to, or could, shape future positive or 

negative possibilities and thereafter deciding what should, or should not, be 
factored into design activity on a precautionary basis. 561 

— Tony Fry 
 

Herbert Simon argued that “everyone designs who devises courses of action aimed at changing 

existing situations into preferred ones.562 Simon’s examinations of design as a science are based on 

systems thinking, with Simon contending that the role of design and design thinking should remain 

situated in the present: 

 

 

Design for distant futures would be wholly impossible if remote events had to be envisioned 
in detail. What makes such design even conceivable is that we need to know or guess about 
the future only enough to guide the commitments we must make today. Future 
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contingencies that have no implications for present commitment have no relevance to 
design.563   

 

Instead, Simon supports the application of homeostatic mechanisms (to handle short-range 

fluctuations) and feedback mechanisms (for dealing with long-range fluctuations).564 To Simon, our 

inability to foretell or determine the future means that final goals are unrealistic and are instead the 

“criteria for choosing the initial conditions that we will leave to our successors…How do we want to 

leave the world for the next generation?”565 Contemporary thinkers of design however, oppose the 

reduction of design to the immediacy of problem-solving, including Damien White, who argues 

design is critical in issues such as transitions to post-carbon futures, as design “is one of the few 

remaining spaces in the academy that takes futuring seriously.” White contends that speculative 

thinking in design is needed moving forward, where “at the level of the political imaginary, design 

futuring provides useful tools to help generate public dialogues at varying scales to think about the 

options open to us in negotiating life on a warming planet that can push back against climate 

catastrophism and fatalism.”566  

Tony Fry also argues that far greater attention needs to be paid to designers, designing, and 

the designed. 567 To Fry, there has been a failure of design and design professionals in recognising 

that design’s ontological process (everything that is designed continues to design —and in turn to 

design us) has brought with it untold damage to the planets ecological systems.568 Understanding 

design —as object, process, and agency— is a critical first step, as is a willingness to accept 

responsibility for “what is designed as unfinished and thus in continual process – this understanding, 

based on grasping that everything designed goes on designing, is an essential frame of ethical 

evaluation.”569 To do so requires designing in time, which further equates to designing with care.  

Drawing from Heidegger, Fry argues that “care is not one’s attitude to self and others but 

rather the manner and structure in which one lives.”570 Design, according to Fry, is paradoxical when 

it comes to care, as whilst things may be initially designed with care, that which is designed may be 

inherently and performatively uncaring – and as such defuturing. 571 Yet, to “care for and by ‘the 

environment’ is care for ‘life in general’ as it un-differentially cares for the life of humans.”572 Design 

is in a position to redirect current ways of thinking, presenting an unfolding idea of a new kind of 

politics directed towards “sustain-ability,” which to Fry is not about saving the planet but rather 

about saving humanity.573 The project of “the Sustainment” is defined as “the arrival of a moment of 

continual material and cultural change to keep what sustains in dominance.”574 Fry argues that 

current forms of democracy are simply not capable of delivering this and calls for an “imperative of 

the dictatorship of Sustainment,”575 which will arrive not “via force but through that demand that 

comes when there is no other choice.”576 White counter-argues this thinking requires further 
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elaboration, with clarification on how such an idea would be enforced or how it would lead to better 

environmental and social outcomes needed.577 However, whilst according to White, “design is not 

going to change the world, “the radical political positioning of design” by design philosophers, 

including Fry, is critical.578  

Risks facing humanity at multiple levels do not arrive all at once. Some countries, cultures, 

and communities will face these challenges sooner than others, and react to, rather than prefigure 

the consequences (as humanity always has). In order to present possibilities of a reconceptualised 

future, one first needs to address the past. Yet this does not happen in current design practice. 

Prefiguration is key, Investigating beyond the current and the expected. Simply fixing current 

problems is a never-ending cycle, as, by the time the problem is recognised, it has potentially 

morphed into something far more complex. It is all too typical for current trends to be analysed, 

extrapolated, and projected into the future, rather than an iterative process of prefiguring, 

questioning, identifying, researching, analysing, visioning, reflecting, and projecting. A reflective 

process that facilitates a reframing of the issues to be addressed necessitates recognition that we 

are agents in a continuous process of design — rather than designers of an end product — and 

acknowledges the underlying issues that generate unsustainable design practice. 

 

3.4.3 DESIGN BY, NOT FOR, COMMUNITY 

Social innovation has the potential to change the world, but a new culture 
and practice are needed. Design could become this new culture and 

practice, but to do so it must itself change and become a widespread 
activity, permeating the multiple nodes of the unprecedented sociotechnical 

networks in which we live and operate.579 
 —Ezio Manzini 

 

There has been increasing discussion around ‘design thinking’ beyond the disciplines of design in 

recent years. The concept promotes the possibility that the way designers ‘think’ and ‘innovate’ can 

be useful across the realms of business, government, and community at large. The term came to 

prominence in the early 1990s and can now be found in such broad conversations as Davos World 

Economic Forums, multiple TED talks, and the Harvard Business Review.580 Writers including Cross 

(1982), Schon (1983), Lawson (1997) and Dorst (2006) focused upon design thinking primarily as a 

cognitive style, where individual designers are the experts with the key purpose of problem-

solving.581 Situated within the design disciplines, design is espoused as a form of intelligence and 

reflection-in-action. Buchanan (1992) focused on design thinking with a key purpose of solving 

“wicked problems.” Dunne and Martin (2006), Bauer and Eagen (2008) and Brown (2009) focus on 

design thinking as an organisational resource situated in the business realm. 582 Today, global design 

consultancy firm IDEO is responsible for much of the continued conversation around design thinking, 
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along with an increasing interest in design schools, including the Stanford D School. However, 

according to Lucy Kimbell, the concept for all of its promise still places the professional designer as 

the primary agent in the process of design.583  

To reconcile design thinking within community, design first needs to understand its role 

within community. Design is often recognised for its potential in decision making, communication, 

facilitation, and scenario/vision development capabilities. Facilitation of design thinking is generally 

undertaken under the guise of design workshops, design charettes, and participatory design 

projects. As discussed, when unpacking resilience, the numerous policy papers refer to the benefits 

of community consultation processes, whilst design researchers sing the praises of participatory 

design through such community-based workshops. Many such approaches, however well-

intentioned, result in quasi attempts to engage community at an early conceptual level only.  

Ongoing engagement at a structural level is relinquished as timeframes, budgets, competing 

interests, and multi-actor complexities come into play. Community participation in such scenarios 

often becomes participation at a surface level only, ticking policy boxes whilst concealing the lack of 

meaningful engagement, ongoing decision-making, and embedded knowledge from within the larger 

community. Further, the researcher’s personal experience as an invited participant of multiple 

design charettes and community workshops has demonstrated a hit-and-miss success rate as to the 

level of community participation, with many attempts at encouraging community to attend falling 

short. Attendance at such events is often top heavy with invited design professionals, local council, 

selected business representatives, not-for-profit groups and academics outweighing the 

participation of the general community. Worse, invited design professionals regularly arrive at the 

table with a clear agenda of selling their professional services and often with concept planning 

schemes pre-prepared for the workshops. Such schemes have been undertaken with little to no 

community consultation process, and whilst presented as discussion starters, serve to limit open and 

honest community input. Community perceives that much of the decision-making process is well 

underway by experts, rendering their participation meaningless or token at best. 

Architects and authors Thomas Ermarcora and Lucy Bullivant in Recoded City: Co-creating 

Urban Futures suggest three main strategies based upon their own experiences in working with 

communities that are necessary to actively involve community in what they describe as 

placemaking. This involves action research in the studio and on the ground, with a design residency 

carried out by placemakers in the community prior to collaborative community workshops taking 

place.584 The authors use the term “recoding” to describe their proposed practice of participatory 

placemaking, combining bottoms-up and tops-down approaches.585 This aligns with Hamdi’s 

thinking, where both bottoms-up and tops-down approaches are seen as necessary for long-term 
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success, with the involvement of a wide range of organisations and institutions as “part of the 

landscape of co-creation,” considered as fundamental.586 Ermarcora and Bullivant contend the 

process aims to “adapt and renew different public realm contexts into community assets with strong 

‘place capital,’ or the shared wealth of the built and natural environments, as the foundation of a 

more holistic approach to sustainable growth, resilience and innovation.”587  

The authors argue that placemaking “cannot be both socially driven and beneficial through a 

distanced approach and minimal public consultation” and that the “work hinges on citizen activism 

and an interdependent relationship between the expert placemaker and the amateur user of 

places.”588 However, the assumptions that have been made – in comparing the ‘expert placemaker’ 

verses the ‘amateur’ is inherently problematic and one made regularly by planners and architects as 

previously reviewed in “Chapter 2.2 The Global Context.” Many excellent examples of community 

participation projects are cited by the authors as proof that designers, planners, and architects are 

becoming more concerned and active as global citizens.  

Nevertheless, use of the term ‘placemaker’ is highly contentious, and ‘expert placemakers’ 

even more so. There are two primary misconceptions to address. First, an external expert 

practitioner cannot have any authentic understanding of place, and therefore cannot claim the role 

of expert placemaker even if they have undertaken a short-term design residency as the authors 

suggest. Understanding of place can only be born from lived experience of place over a prolonged 

period of time being embedded within place and community. Second, someone with embedded and 

authentic experience of place and community can hardly be called an ‘amateur’, with much local 

expertise and knowledge to bring to the table. As geographer Edward T. Relph examines in Place and 

Placelessness, places that have been created authentically are:  

 
Characterised by a lack of theoretical or aesthetic pretension, a working with site and 
climate, a respect for other people and their buildings, and hence for the complete 
environment both man-made and natural, and it functions in terms of well-proven forms that 
admit only limited variations. The end result is places which fit their context and are in accord 
with the intentions of those who created them yet have a distinct and profound identity that 
results from the total involvement of a unique group of place-makers with a particular 
setting.589 

 
Artificial placemaking by professionals cannot possibly replace place developed through 

understanding of environment, community, history, cultural tradition, memory, tradition, and time. 

The creation of what Relph refers to as ‘unselfconscious place’ cannot be achieved through any 

interveners attempt. In doing so Relph contends the result undermines “the importance of place for 

both individuals and cultures, and the casual replacement of the diverse and significant places of the 

world with anonymous spaces and exchangeable environments.”590 In unpacking space and place in 

the context of recovery from natural disasters Roger Zetta and Camillo Boana further argue that 
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placemaking is not located within the realm of the traditional design professional; rather it is a 

process, “where ordinary people create a bounded, identified, meaningful, named and significant 

place.”591 It would be naïve to pretend design is capable of creating ‘unselfconscious place’ when 

place is a gathering of social relations, happenings, memories, values and significance. The phrase 

‘participatory placemaking’ is of particular concern, coming from the position of design professionals 

and academics condescending to allow community the right to participate in the making of 

community itself.  Such terms dismiss the essential character of place — the people themselves. A 

placemaker is one who lives, experiences, and contributes to the place of community. Instead of 

aiming to achieve the impossible, perhaps design’s role here is to encourage a new imagining of 

what a more resilient place could constitute moving forward towards sustainable futures.  

Just as designers cannot make place, nor can they design the social. Social design has gained 

prominence over the last twenty years across academia, business, and government organisations 

with the goal of promoting positive social change.592 Designers and design academics have for many 

years involved themselves in social projects, promoting social sustainability through citizen action, 

including groups such as Ezio Manzini’s DESIS network, Designers without Borders, Architects for 

Humanity, and the Rural Studio at Auburn University.593 Each of these groups carry out important 

and valuable work for community. However, the term ‘social design’ in itself is inherently 

problematic.  

According to Lefebvre, it is social classes, and more specifically the working class, that are 

capable of finding authentic solutions to urban problems as, “only social force, capable of investing 

itself in the urban through a long political experience, can take charge of the realization of a 

programme concerning urban society.”594 To Lefebvre, the urban possibility must be discovered 

through social life (praxis) and lived experience (habiting — not simply inhabiting). Whilst designers 

may involve themselves with issues of social sustainability, caution must be taken in describing the 

social as something able to be designed by outsider intervention.  

According to Manzini, humans have an inherent design capability with an ability for 

creativity, ability to analyse, and practical sense to put strategy to action. The more this capability is 

practised, the better we get at it.595 Manzini argues that whilst solving complex problems together, 

collaborative projects express a high degree of autonomy, whilst individual projects struggle to 

escape from constraints from dominant forces.596 As all people are de facto designers, the role of 

expert designers is to “empower the other social actors’ design capabilities,”597 therefore “scaling-up 

social innovation is a particular kind of design process: a design process in which those who “design” 

are very diverse social actors (including “ordinary citizens”), and in which a new field of activities 

emerges for the “design experts.”598 This is demonstrated through examples such as car-pooling and 
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co-housing, which through the imagining of something new and putting processes into place by 

ordinary people has become reality. These social innovation processes are in themselves design 

activities.599 Further, Manzini defines the co-design process as beyond that found in standard 

stakeholder discussions seeking shared visions, and instead as “a vast, multifaceted conversation 

among individuals and groups who set design initiatives rolling at the nodes of the networks they are 

part of: a social conversation…”600  

Rooij and Frank similarly contend that as issues of unsustainability grow, trained 

professionals who can “work across disciplinary as well as ‘community’ boundaries,”  in 

“transdisciplinary environments,” of co-creation that build upon “complementary sets of knowledge 

in a democratic, just and equitable manner” are needed.601 In times of complexity, students, 

planners and community need to learn to live with uncertainty with “openness, flexibility and 

adaptability as well as self-reliance.”602 In this context, the role of design extends beyond facilitating 

participatory workshops and charettes, to scaffolding a foundation for a robust community as it 

adapts to the challenges to come. Design as outside intervention is insufficient in the context of 

resilience. Instead, traditional understanding of design practice needs expanding to facilitate the 

embedding of a design-based knowledge specifically relevant to, and situated within, each and every 

community. As has been examined in “Chapter 3.3 (re) Thinking Community,” community should not 

be assumed to be a cohesive and functioning whole. For design to enable conditions that enhance 

communities of resilience, engagement by design — strategically bringing design to the task of 

scaffolding community from within community — is necessary.  

 

3.4.4 DEFICITS OF DESIGN EDUCATION 

In English, the word design is both a noun and a verb (which tells one a lot 
about the nature of the English language). As a noun, it means among other 

things – ‘intention’, ‘plan,’ ‘intent’, ‘aim’, ‘scheme’, ‘plot’, ‘motif’, ‘basic 
structure’, all these (and other meanings) being connected with ‘cunning’ and 

‘deception’. As a verb (‘to design’), meanings include ‘to concoct something’, ‘to 
simulate’, ‘to draft’, ‘to sketch’, ‘to fashion’, ‘to have designs on something’… 603 

 —Vilem Flusser  
 

Design has been largely unthought within the context of community resilience. To reconcile the role 

of design within community, the limitations of current approaches to design education must be 

addressed. In this study, it has been recognised that communities of resilience need to think 

transformatively, acting beyond current notions of sustainability for regenerative, viable futures. It 

has further been identified that communities of resilience as those that are situated and act locally 

but think globally. In this context, the potential for design knowledge embedded within community 

as a tool to scaffold resilience requires further exploration.  
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In this thesis, design is examined not only as expertise and work undertaken by design 

professionals. Instead, design is acknowledged as a meta-discipline — an inherent knowledge of 

design that can be engaged with and activated by all. As numerous thinkers of design have 

previously examined, we are all designers. Humans prefigure and, therefore, design and influence 

our world(s) on a daily basis. Design knowledge is not limited to the realm of so-called ‘expert’ 

designers — as the way in which we inhabit our environment(s) should not be thought of by 

professionals alone. Design is a process— not a seeker of end goals or problem-solving — in the 

same way that community is a process. Design needs to learn from the past to move forward, whilst 

speculating upon the future to act regeneratively in the present.  

The earliest evidence of the act of design was around 3.3 million years ago in Africa, with the 

discovery of the simplest of tools crafted by primitive species predating the earliest humans of the 

Homo genus.604 Symbolic representation of storytelling by early humans can be found in caves from 

Spain and France to Indonesia and Australia dating back around 40,000 years. Early forms of writing 

are evidenced in the Sumerian cuneiform pictograph tablets around 3500 BC, whilst the Egyptians 

developed papyrus and manuscripts around 3000BC. Fast forward to Chinese block printing in the 

ninth century and the invention of the Gutenberg printing press in fifteenth century Germany, 

humans have continued to make their mark by designing the world around them and in turn have 

been designed by the world that they have made.  

Design education needs to recognise design as world-making and to understand the 

ontological consequences of what it brings about. There is a potential to mobilise young designers 

towards constructive change and to create a space to rethink regenerative futures. Despite this, 

design theory and history as taught in global universities focuses upon far more recent events, 

typically from the First Industrial Revolution through to design today, and from a predominately 

Western, predominately male, predominately consumerist culture perspective. In recent years this 

trend is shifting to a much more inclusive writing of design; however, over a hundred years of 

traditional design education has left its mark on our understanding of the role of design in the world.  

One of the traditions of design education has been the continuous process of branding and 

rebranding design. This has occurred in formal design education from the time The Central School of 

Art and Crafts (now Central Saint Martin’s College of Art and Design) was established in 1896 in 

London based upon the philosophies of the Arts and Crafts movement and in rejection of 

industrialised mass-production. Just over twenty years later, the Bauhaus opened in 1919, 

reimagining a union of art and design, blending craft, architecture, product design, metalworking, 

typography, textiles, cabinetmaking, sculpture and painting together in a combination of art and 

design immersive education to produce beautiful and mass-producible objects.  
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This stark contrast in philosophies, ideologies, and skills, taught between design schools, 

design departments, and design academics has continued to the current day. Sub-disciplines of 

design within universities and colleges are ever-shifting, re-inventing, and re-naming themselves for 

the purpose of marketing design education to students and to meet the latest industry demands and 

trends. If we consider the traditional role of the architect as a single example, it is only in very recent 

years that the discipline has been sub-divided into specific areas of ‘expertise’ including urban 

design/ town planning, landscape design/landscape architecture, and interior design/interior 

decoration/interior architecture/ spatial design. Accompanying this cycle of rebranding, new 

interpretations of design appear on a regular basis such as recent trends in service design, social 

design, design for social innovation, systemic design, and speculative design. There is no consensus 

amongst art and design schools as to what design is, and what it is not. 

Professional designers are trained to function and exist in a bubble that is traditionally 

considered only within the niche of a specific industry as a reflection of their expertise. Designers are 

primarily service providers, taught specific skill sets within confines of their own chosen disciplines 

to meet employability skills and consumer demands and trends. A designer traditionally works under 

a tight organisational structure. Professional bodies contribute to further segregation of the design 

disciplines, creating the compartmentalisation of design knowledge, with designers complying with 

practice procedures, codes, industry standards and a codified language that are wholly contained 

within that singular discipline. The scope of work presented to the designer by a client is then 

already limited by preconceived ideas of the designer’s recognised expert knowledge. This leads to a 

form of reductionism, where learning concepts within a specific field leads to negative learning 

transfer – leading to making problem-solving harder outside one’s own learning environment. 

Further, as each field has its own language of ‘expertise’, insights from one field are rarely 

transferred to other fields due to a codified language barrier. As Buckminster Fuller argues, “of 

course our failures are a consequence of many factors, but possibly one of the most important is the 

fact that society operates on the theory that specialization is the key to success, not realizing that 

specialisation precludes comprehensive thinking.”605 

Academics, writers, and philosophers have long expressed concern over the limitations of 

and damage caused by over-specialisation. Lefebvre contests the value of specialisation in design 

whilst unpacking urban issues, maintaining that this results in architects, planners and designers 

forming close-knit social and professional groups, placing themselves above criticism through their 

training, and ability to produce aestheticised solutions to urban problems:606  

 
The architect who draws and the urbanist who composes a block plan look down on their 
‘objects,’ buildings and neighbourhoods from above and afar. These designers and draftsmen 
move within a space of paper and ink. Only after this nearly complete reduction of the 
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everyday do they return to the scale of lived experience. They are convinced they have 
captured it even though they carry out their plans and projects within a second-order 
abstraction…. How can we put an end to this ideo-logic of substitution, hidden beneath 
technical arguments, justified by professional skills, without the rebellion of lived experience, 
of the everyday, of praxis? 607  

  

Lefebvre questions how such practitioners, through the virtue of being able to draw and 

produce plans, can claim to fulfil synthesis in social practice, with “the imperialism of know-how,”608 

and contests a new university department is needed, drawing from the existing disciplines of 

mathematics, history, linguistics, psychology, and sociology to the urban phenomenon. Such a 

discipline would be based not upon an assumed body of knowledge but upon knowledge sitting 

outside of institutional arrogance and the incorrect assumption of ownership of individual domains 

of thought.609  

 Victor Papanek  similarly calls for what he terms as “integrated design” in lieu of singular 

disciplinary design to solve these issues, working outside of traditional boundaries to solve complex 

problems,  as “it is at the border between different techniques or disciplines that most new 

discoveries are made, and most action is inaugurated.”610 Victor Margolin also voices concern that 

the separation of design into individual practices has served to obstruct dialogue between designers 

due to the separation of knowledge, values and discourses. This has led to “a strong discourse about 

design as a broad human activity” being slow to develop.611 Margolin argues, “because design’s 

broad role in society has not been sufficiently conceptualized, it still seems a marginal subject to 

many people.”612 Donald Schon further questions the value of specialisation in education and within 

the professions as a whole, proposing a model of reflective practice as an alternative mode of 

thinking and acting, where professionals are neither considered heroes nor villains, but instead as 

“participants in a larger societal conversation; when they play their parts well, they help that 

conservation to become a reflective one.”613 

In analysing the findings of the Royal College of Arts research project on “Design in General 

Education,” Nigel Cross identifies five aspects of what he calls “designerly ways of knowing” —

tackling ill-defined problems, maintaining a solution-focused model of problem-solving, thinking 

constructively, using codes to translate the abstract into concrete objects, and using codes to read 

and write in object languages. The codes, specific to each discipline, are described as similar to 

learning a design “pattern language” that is an ordering principle imposed.614 If this analysis is 

accurate, it serves as a reminder of the reductionist nature of current design practice and design 

education. Such thinking fails to recognise the role of design in problem identification prior to the 

solving of the problem (reducing the designer to service provider), fails to recognise design as 

process (reducing design to singular solution provider), and fails to recognise the need to break 
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down preconceived perceptions of disciplinary design expertise (reducing design to the realm of the 

experts).  

Whilst design is exercised within a framework of disciplinary limitations, existing methods of 

designing only address the symptoms of unsustainability rather than addressing the underlying 

issues that generate our unsustainable behaviour. This confinement not only restricts reflective 

design thinking it also negates the shared responsibility towards the foundation of ethical design 

practice. As Tony Fry explains, the innate ability of all humans to design has become objectified and 

instrumentalised by academics,615 and “disciplinary thinking, by its very nature, is exclusory, and thus 

has a limited ability to comprehend and engage the relational complexity of unsustainability.”616 

Instrumental design education, according to Fry has failed to educate designers “about the designed 

world in which they themselves have in so many ways been designed by and will design.”617  

Further, the projection of design education from the North to the Global South and its role 

in “unrestrained consumerism” further drives global unsustainability, defuturing, and inequality.618 

Fry suggests that what is needed is a bridging of singular design disciplines as we currently 

understand them within the meta-discipline of redirective practice to “redesign design” towards 

positive change.619 A post-disciplinary approach to examining alternative modes of sustainable 

inhabitation beyond the expectations of a polished architectural product requires further 

consideration. Only by stepping outside the preconceived traditional boundaries of practice can the 

designer begin to recognise his ability to make real change and direct designing positively. This is a 

difficult task in a milieu of design education concerned less with education itself, and more with 

attracting student numbers. 

There are some institutions that are tackling this disciplinary divide through a different 

approach to learning and teaching in design education. Carnegie Mellon University launched a 

transdisciplinary approach of Transition Design in the School of Design in 2015, integrating the 

concept into coursework and research. Transition Design is described as “an emerging, 

transdisciplinary approach for addressing complex, ‘wicked’ systems problems and catalysing 

societal transitions toward more sustainable, equitable and desirable long-term futures.”620 The 

approach is described as complementary to and borrowing from other design approaches, 

identifying characteristics of using systems theory to understand wicked problems. This includes 

designing solutions to protect and restore social and natural ecosystems, advocating place-based 

globally networked solutions, designing solutions across time and multiple scales, amplifying 

grassroots solutions, understanding the designer’s own mindset as essential to the design process, 

and calling for the reintegration of transdisciplinary knowledge.621  
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The need for such an approach is critical in design education, bringing much to the table in 

design thinking for future scenarios. The concern however is that the concept draws heavily from 

theories of change and systems complexity theory incorporating “living systems literacy in order to 

prepare designers for work within complex social systems and enable them to leverage the potential 

of self-organization, interdependence, and emergence.”622 The concern with such a reliance upon 

complex systems thinking is the ability for this to first be fully understood by design educators, 

second to be understood by students of design either at an undergraduate or postgraduate level, 

third to be understood by design professionals tasked with undertaking such tasks, and most 

importantly to be understood by the community it is aimed at. One of the claims of the importance 

of transition design is involving a “type of social engagement and community organizing that goes 

deeper and beyond co-design and participatory design and situates projects and initiatives within 

the context of long-term visions for specific places and ecosystems.”623 In order to achieve these 

goals, community first needs to understand the process or risk being subjected to yet another tops 

down approach to community engagement. As Damian White contends, whilst systems thinking is 

attractive to designers in its ability to diagrammatically visualise, organise and simplify ways of 

seeing the world, it also allows: 

 
designers a degree of professional legitimization. Rather than coming to clients offering 
something mysterious like ‘creativity’ or worse still, ‘politics,’ professional designers 
equipped with the vocabulary of non-linear systems thinking can present the case for a 
particular design intervention borrowing from the professional legitimacy of cybernetics, 
computer science, information science, and management theory…624 

 

 Such impressions of expertise risks bringing the design process back into the hands of 

academics and professional designers out of the hands of those who understand the situation as it is 

on the ground — the community. Understanding that “wicked problems” are systems problems is 

one thing. Applying this thinking to problems to be dealt with within community and by community 

is far more challenging. Traditional forms of education from the earliest years of learning 

pragmatically divides subjects (English, Maths, History, Science and so on) into manageable bubbles 

for efficiency of teaching. The result — as a society, we are generally not practised in thinking across 

multiple complex systems. Further, as White argues, the degree to which systems thinking can be 

applied to the social-political life is a matter of controversy.625  

 According to White, there are limitations as to “how far can it help us understand the 

historical, relational, and always political features of the institutional, infrastructural, and designed 

landscapes that professional designers and citizen designers have to negotiate.” 626 White is current 

Dean of Liberal Arts at Rhode Island School of Design, where emphasis is placed upon providing 

students of art and design with a foundation in humanities and social sciences to inform 
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experimental studio work. The liberal arts department History, Philosophy and the Social Sciences 

offers not only courses traditional to this realm, but a curriculum of science courses available as 

electives developed for art and design students with an interest across areas including biology, 

mathematics, ecology, cognitive science, geology, and the natural world.627 Undergraduate students 

are further encouraged to complement studio majors with a concentration (or minor) as part of a 

four-or-five-year program. One concentration offered, the Nature-Culture-Sustainability Studies 

Concentration (NCSS), offers a pathway for all-college interdisciplinary learning in environmental, 

cultural and sustainability education.628 NCSS has also been offered as a Master of Arts graduate 

program at RISD from 2018 to address complexities of globalisation, ecological challenges, and to 

visualise evolving cultural practices for sustainable futures.629  

Unfortunately, interdisciplinary approaches to curricula such as these, facing challenges of 

the future in design education, are rare. The University is (or should be) a place of production of 

thought and a place of engagement, yet traditional design education often remains disengaged from 

the challenges which we currently face. This observation arrives from the experience of the 

researcher as a practising designer and as a design educator. Design reduced to singular disciplines, 

taught from the perspective of the Global North, and driven by commercial interests, is not 

adequately prepared to face the complexity of escalating global issues (as discussed in “Chapter 2.2 

The Global Context”). Approaches to design research are often dominated by the analysis and 

extrapolation of different trends into the future, which is oversimplistic in the context of complex 

problems with overlapping time and scale frames, and conflicting agendas and rationalities.  

The need to rethink education delivery has come to the forefront in the face of COVID-19, 

with the rapid adaptation of curriculum and shifting of cohorts of students and educators to new 

online modes of learning and teaching, with varying degrees of success. Whilst long-term effects 

upon student retention and success rates, and the effects upon physical and mental health are yet 

to be determined, universities have proven highly adaptable to the scale of such enormous 

challenges when urgency dictates. This shift to forms of remote and blended learning provides a 

platform for a future of design education that is not always situated within bricks and mortar walls 

of the university. As education becomes more accessible globally and modes of online/blended 

learning become the norm, the sharing of global knowledge opens opportunities for extending 

design education outside of its traditional boundaries in order to tackle complex problems to be 

faced in the future.  

As previously discussed, tops down, interventional approaches from outsiders, whilst well 

intentioned, have significant limitations, as issues to be worked upon are situated within the specific 

context of each and every community. Design and design education are adaptable – having morphed 
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over the years through multiple disciplines and iterations. The process of embedding design 

knowledge within community, taking form as a global community of design thinkers open to all of 

community, is conceived as a new iteration of design progressing towards sustainable and resilient 

futures.  

 

3.4.5 REFLECTIONS ON DESIGN 

 

Designers need to think beyond traditional design education and practice in a global context 

of systemic change bringing multiple spatial, geopolitical, and socioeconomic challenges. Design as 

practice is ever evolving. The way in which design thinking is framed and applied to issues of 

resilience and community will further enhance the relevance of design in a changing world. While 

design has a role to play in the context of community resilience, in order to do so, design and 

designers need to recognise the role they have historically played in adding to conditions of 

unsustainability. Separating design knowledge into singular disciplines has reduced understanding of 

the complexity of issues faced and limited the responsibility of designers in addressing the big issues, 

or “wicked problems.” 

Design is an inherent knowledge that can be activated and engaged in by all. Outsider 

approaches by professional designers, whilst well-intentioned, rarely achieve more than short-

sighted solutions to immediate problems. In the context of resilience, design, as an iterative process 

of reflection and projection, should not be delivered from a distance. To understand what needs to 

be put in place to achieve structural resilience, community needs to not only be involved but be in 

charge of the process. Embedding design knowledge within community puts in place a framework 

for building resilience that reaches beyond immediate solutions and instead seeks out both long-

term and future problems to be worked upon within community.  

Community consultation processes, whether in the form of workshops, or charettes, or 

participatory approaches to planning, typically engage community for short time periods at the early 

conceptual level of planning. They also planned with a strict agenda already in place, where much of 

the actual decision-making process has already been made. This reduces the capacity of community 

to identify problems that need to be addressed, instead inviting them to give feedback in the 

context of problem-solving. This further negates possibilities as plans are developed to work through 

the complex issues that arise through the design process. The voice of community easily is lost when 

competing agendas, budgets, timeframes, and expertise come into play.  

Scaffolding communities of resilience is an ongoing process, not an end goal, where working 

on the process of resilience becomes an act of community building. This necessitates opening lines 
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of communication, authentically engaging with, and ingraining design knowledge within community. 

Such an approach requires a (re)thinking of the role of professionally trained designers and design 

education in the guidance of denizen designers. This is an intentional shift from citizen designers – a 

term which through definition implies a binding to Nation-State or Commonwealth. Instead, a 

denizen is one who is found within, inhabits, or is attached to place. The term implies neither 

transience nor permanence of residency. It is also not limited by scale, thereby acknowledging a 

belonging to the local, the regional, and the global — the glocal. Rather it negotiates an idea of a 

community as ever-shifting, adaptable and open to all those denizens who chose to embrace it and 

contribute to its continuance. This replaces design for community to design within community and 

engages in facilitating design by community. Such an approach allows for a community-constructed 

vision that provides a plan of action towards a positive future, despite multiple levels of challenges 

faced. We can then frame communities of resilience as communities of design, acting-together 

transformatively through time for regenerative futures.  
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3.5 CLOSING THOUGHTS: ON COMPLEXITY 
Reading the world as an irreducibly complex reality 

helps us to redefine our role as human beings. 630 
— Ezio Manzini 

 
As global, regional, and local risk, both immediate and unfolding, becomes more complex, planning 

beyond current frameworks becomes increasingly important. Resilience is more than recovery. 

Resilience is a process of preparedness, mitigation, adaptation, and planning for contingency in 

times of future uncertainty —learning from the past and present to prepare for the future. 

Resilience recognises both the fast and the slow disaster and is understood through conditions of 

the local as affected by the regional and the global. In thinking resilience, a post-disciplinary 

approach is needed to weave through the complexity of what needs to be tackled, making sense of 

these through an understanding of issues as they arrive or are foreseen on the ground.  

Problem identification, rather than instrumental problem solving, is the imperative. 

Communities experience unique problems and display unique strengths and weaknesses — a one 

solution fits all approach to resilience is not possible. However, much of the literature reviewed on 

resilience through government and commissioned reports demonstrates a pragmatic, solution-based 

approach to understanding resilience. Attempts to scientifically index vulnerability and resilience 

through analysis of statistical data on community makes assumptions of the vulnerabilities of 

communities based upon pre-determined, measurable parameters necessary for quantitative data 

analysis. This reduces understanding of the individual strengths and weaknesses of community 

beyond measurability, and in doing so, reduces understanding of community itself. It is only from 

within each and every community that the nuances of community and its possibilities can be 

experienced.  

At the other end of the spectrum, the literature surrounding community is largely 

unresolved, philosophical and in many instances nostalgic. Community should not be assumed to 

function as a cohesive entity based upon common values. Nancy understands community as an 

unplanned “being-with” lacking in communal goals, whilst Agamben describes community as a 

“being-together” of individual existences. Rather than visioning nostalgic community, resilience-

building becomes a process of community building. Community in the context of resilience is one in 

which community not only comes together in times of adversity or disaster. Communities of 

resilience act-together to minimise future adversity and risk, which Beck argues is a community 

unifying element. In doing so, community moves beyond one that is constructed upon relationships 

between individuals, existing only within the confines of our finitude (Blanchot and Lingis). Acting-

together to build structural resilience moves beyond an ability to bounce back in times of stress, 

recognising not only immediate but future risks (the fast and slow disaster). As will be examined in 
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the examination of reflections gathered from local community in “Chapter 4 The Case Studies”, a 

lack of understanding of risk beyond the immediate, beyond the finitude of the individual, leads to a 

lack of community resilience. This is exacerbated by a failure to recognise that locally situated risks 

are positioned within a larger context of complex global challenges. Communities of resilience think 

globally through time, and act-together transformatively in time, putting into place conditions for 

sustainable futures.  

A conscious relationship is needed between community, resilience, and design. Design as a 

meta-discipline has the potential to work in the space between the instrumental approaches 

towards understanding resilience and the unresolved utopian visions of community. To do so, 

professional designers need to move beyond traditional practice and engage in strategies towards 

embedding design knowledge within community as a framework for building resilience. Activating 

design knowledge within community puts in place conditions for community to not only be involved 

but to lead the process of resilience building that seeks out both immediate and future problems to 

be worked upon. Design within and by community is the imperative. To face increasing levels of 

complexity, a community-constructed vision, underpinned by in-depth knowledge of conditions of 

the local (past, present, future), scaffolded through design thinking, and approached from post-

disciplinary perspectives, is needed. Professionally trained designers have a significant role to play in 

the guidance and ongoing mentorship of denizen designers in communities of design in undertaking 

the project of transformative resilience building. What is needed to be learnt by communities of 

design to meet the challenges faced, and the role of professional designers in the facilitation of this 

learning is discussed further in “Chapter 5 The Way Forward.” 

“Chapter 2 The Context” and “Chapter 3 Resilience, Community, Design” have set out to 

understand complexity, weaving through a collection of literature with opposing epistemological 

foundations that differentiate and frame practice in the primary themes of resilience, community, 

and design. Connections and contradictions in the literature have been identified with the aim of 

questioning what is yet to be thought in the context of escalating levels of global, regional, and local 

risk. The instrumentalism of reports and pragmatic approaches directing policy on resilience is 

opposed by theoreticians reflecting upon resilience and community at a conceptual level. Yet much 

of the literature in this arena is unresolved, philosophical, and utopian. Further, the significant 

limitations of current approaches to design and design education and a lack of thinking design in the 

context of resilience have also come to light. “Chapter 4 The Case Studies” takes a different 

approach to that examined in much of literature, exploring and interpreting attitudes, 

understandings, and experiences at the level of community. Insights are drawn from the selected 

communities, examining local understandings of strengths, vulnerabilities, present and future risk, 
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interpretations of resilience, and lived experience. In doing so, the problems brought to light in the 

literature are examined in the context of environmental, climatic, political, economic, and social 

conditions on the ground. 
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CHAPTER 4. THE CASE STUDIES 

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

 

This chapter brings to light insights from within the case study communities of Charleville and 

Mackay in Queensland, Australia. 

 

 

“Chapter 4.1 Approaching the Case Studies” introduces the methodological approach to 

the case studies. 

 

“Chapter 4.2 Methods: Data Collection and Analysis” examines the methods of collection 

and analysis of the primary data materials. The design of the semi-structured interviews, and 

open-ended surveys is examined. The participants of the study are introduced, along with 

sampling and recruitment processes. The approach to the thematic analysis of the collected data 

is examined and defined. 

 

“Chapter 4.3 Findings: Learning from the Case Studies” unpacks a narrative of the 

findings discovered from the communities of Charleville and Mackay. Community, business and 

regional development, and governance perspectives are examined in both communities as a 

means to understand similarities and differences between experiences and attitudes across the 

participant groups. A comparative analysis of the findings across the case studies draws to light 

connections and contradictions from within and across each community.  

 

“Chapter 4.4 Insights for Design” examines what can be understood from the case study 

communities in the context of risk and resilience at the local level. This is not with the intent of 

solving the identified vulnerabilities within the communities. Instead, the complexity of issues 

that the communities need to work upon — from within community — are identified, in order to 

consider a potential role for design in this complex arena.  
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4.1 APPROACH TO THE CASE STUDIES  

 

The literature presented to date through a hermeneutic reading of texts, reports, journals, and 

scholarly articles has informed the research and provided a backdrop to current understandings of 

resilience, community, and design. As elaborated in this thesis, there is a vast difference between 

the pragmatism of the government, corporate, and not-for-profit reports and the philosophical 

underpinnings of the scholarly texts and articles examined. The decision to include the case studies 

was made to clarify issues that unfolded through the literature and to apply these concerns to 

concrete examples on the ground. The relationality of resilience, community, and design can be 

better understood by delving into the local in order to grasp how communities think and feel about 

them. The case study communities of Charleville and Mackay, as explored in “Chapter 2.4: The Local 

Context” demonstrate varying vulnerabilities across a range of geographic, environmental, climatic, 

and socioeconomic factors. They are very different places and have been purposively selected as 

representational of some of the unique characteristics of Queensland’s rural and regional 

communities. The research is ethnographically informed, assisted by an interpretivist approach 

employed for the collection and analysis of primary data materials, so as to explore 

understandings, attitudes, and experiences in the selected communities. Community, business, and 

governance perspectives are examined in both communities as a means to highlight connections and 

contradictions in respect to thinking about long-term resilience and community.  

A case study approach was selected to examine the particularity and complexity of these 

two locations of particular interest.631 Robert Yin defines a case study as an empirical inquiry that 

“investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the ‘case’) in-depth and within its real-world context,” 

where the relationship between the phenomenon and its context may not be initially apparent.632 

The case study approach allows for distinctive situations with multiple variables of interest to be 

explored, drawing upon multiple sources of evidence (triangulation), and benefitting from prior 

related studies and theories.633 Yin’s case study replication design is followed here, meaning that 

each of the case studies is first presented as a study in itself and convergent evidence has been 

sought out to ascertain robust aggregated findings.634 Comparisons are then drawn from the insights 

gained across each participant group, and between each of the case study communities.  

The researcher engaged in multiple visits to the selected communities throughout February–

March 2014 and November 2015. Robert Stake contends it is crucial that the primary interpreter of 

qualitative research “be in the field, making observations, exercising subjective judgment, analysing 

and synthesizing, all the while realizing their own consciousness.”635 In this way, vigorous 

interpretation was maintained throughout the entire process of gathering and analysing the data.636 



 156 

Purposive sampling of participants from three predetermined sub-groups within the case studies 

was undertaken for comparison within each case, in line with Mathew Miles and Michael 

Huberman’s stratified purposive sampling.637 Within the communities of Charleville and Mackay, a 

series of face-to-face, recorded, semi-structured interviews were conducted with representatives 

from governance and business and regional development sub-groups. This was coupled with the 

distribution of an open-ended survey across a broad cross-section of the community sub-group. 

These groups were selected to provide a rich scope of experiences, perspectives, and potentially 

competing interests from the selected communities. Triangulation across these multiple data 

sources further establishes validity. The questions posed to the groups reflect the overarching 

interpretive paradigm, aiming to delve into local perspectives on and seeking discrepancies between 

actual vulnerabilities and perceived future vulnerabilities.  

Performing a thematic analysis of interview and survey materials allows a researcher to 

draw out rich, in-depth findings, with data interpreted through an iterative and reflective process. To 

Norma Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln, this qualitative, naturalistic approach aims to locate “the 

observer in the world” through “a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible” 

in an attempt to “make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to 

them.”638 The two case studies are first reported individually, with themes, concepts, attitudes, and 

motivations identified and discussed, and supporting tabled information provided. Comparisons, 

connections, and contradictions are then drawn from the insights gained across the participant 

groups, and between the case studies. This is with recognition of the significant variables between 

the two case studies in terms of populations, demographics, environments, locations, conditions of 

climate, socioeconomics, governance, vulnerabilities, and opportunities. Similarities, differences, 

and linkages across the themes generated from each data set are identified to understand 

community interest and understanding of issues of vulnerability, resilience, community engagement 

and long-term sustainability pertaining to the regional and global conditions (the glocal) in which 

they are situated. Insights for design are drawn from the findings to address the research question 

and reveal how strategic and integrated approaches to design can strengthen communities of 

resilience. 
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4.2 METHODS: DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

 

4.2.1 SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS 

 

The research takes a naturalistic approach to the framing of the interview questions, using what 

David Silverman describes as “a style of qualitative interviews which aims to ‘get inside the heads’ of 

particular groups of people and to tell things from their ‘point of view.’”639 The interviews were 

designed to elicit perceptions and experiences from the participants as individual socially 

constructed narratives, with the understanding that there are multiple levels of meaning and 

experience of living.640 Interviewees were purposefully selected as a mix of representatives from the 

areas of governance, and business and regional development. A conversational interviewing style 

was adopted in asking a series of semi-structured questions. The aim was to encourage respondents 

to speak at length and personally about issues that hold meaning to themselves, while at the same 

time answering predetermined questions to make eventual comparisons to the community group 

who participated in open-ended surveys. While certain information was asked to gain specific 

information of interest, it was important to leave the question open to allow respondents to reflect 

freely upon what was being discussed. This resulted in a more in-depth understanding of issues and 

challenges faced, as respondents could reply to and expand upon questions at their own pace. To 

Yin, this allows for a “social relationship of sorts” between the researcher and participant, leading to 

interactions between interviewer and participant.641 This approach further aimed to ensure that the 

researcher’s bias was minimalised in affecting responses.642  

Demographic information was collected to provide additional data regarding the profile of 

the participants. Interview participants were asked a series of nine semi-structured questions, with 

interviews ranging anywhere from forty to seventy minutes. The interview questions were drawn 

from preliminary readings of the literature to fill the gaps and delve into differences between 

philosophical understandings of community at a global level, the pragmatism of government and 

corporate reports on resilience at a regional level, and understandings of community resilience at 

the local level. A standardised guide was applied to the questions asked of participants across the 

business and regional development, and governance interviews, and the survey questions asked of 

the community group across the case studies. The constant applied was intended for the largest 

number of participants to respond to the same questions, allowing for connections and 

contradictions between the three groups within each case study to emerge, and a higher degree of 

control.643 
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Voice recordings were made for each interview, which were transcribed verbatim. The approach to 

the thematic analysis of the interviews is described in “Chapter 4.2.3 Methods of Analysis.” The 

reasoning behind each question and the insights gathered are reported on in “Chapter 4.3.1 Findings 

from Charleville” and “Chapter 4.3.2 Findings from Mackay.” 

All processes undertaken in the recruitment of the participants and undertaking of the 

primary research within the selected communities were established, approved, and reported under 

Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee guidelines (Griffith University Protocol 

Reference, 2013/735). 

 

4.2.1.1 CHARLEVILLE INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS 

 

Ten semi-structured interviews were undertaken in Charleville during the week of March 24–28, 

2014. An internet search was undertaken of elected Councillors, council officials, and regional 

business representatives. Potential participants were contacted via email, with face-to-face 

interview times arranged one month prior to the researcher’s arrival. Interview participants were 

asked a series of ten semi-structured questions, with interviews ranging from approximately forty 

minutes to seventy minutes. Demographic information was collected to provide useful insight 

regarding the profile of the responders. Informed consent was confirmed, with all interview 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. What do you believe are the main benefits/ positives of living in this region? 
2. What do you believe are the main vulnerabilities/ weaknesses within this region? 

• environmental issues 
• climate related issues 
• social issues 
• economic issues 
• policy/governance issues 

3. Do you believe these vulnerabilities are currently being addressed? If so, how? 
(e.g., is action being taken by local, state, or federal government, community groups, volunteers?)  
4. What could be done differently to reduce these vulnerabilities? What needs to change or be 
improved?  
5. What are main your concerns for the long-term future of your region? 
6. What do you understand is meant by the term, ‘community resilience’? 
7. Is there a difference between how you think of your local community now as to in the past? 
How has it changed? 
8. What do you do to involve yourself with your local community outside of work?  
(e.g., are you a member of a club or group, do you participate in volunteer work, do you attend 
community events?) 
9. How do you involve/ engage community in decisions regarding the future of your region? 
What is the process? 
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participants agreeing to their responses, positions, names, and demographic information provided 

being identifiable (refer to Appendix 1).  

Of the three business and regional development representatives interviewed, two identified 

as female and one as male. Two participants were aged between 40–54 years, and one between 55–

69 years. One of the participants had lived in Charleville for 11–15 years, one for 16–25 years, while 

one participant had lived in the community for more than 26 years. All three participants stated they 

were born in Australia and identified as having Australian ancestry. Two of the participants were 

employed full-time, while one participant was self-employed. Participants described their position 

titles as follows: Manager, Cosmos Centre; Director, Mulga Solutions; and Senior Economics 

Development Officer, Darling Downs, and South West Regional Office. 

Of the seven governance representatives interviewed, one identified as female, and six as 

male. One participant was aged between 25–39 years, two were aged between 40–54 years, and 

four between 54–69 years. One of the participants had lived in Charleville for 2–5 years, one for 6–

10 years, three for 16–25 years, while two participants had lived in the community for more than 26 

years. Six out of the seven participants stated they were born in Australia, and identified as having 

Australian ancestry, while one participant was born in England. All seven participants were 

employed full-time for Murweh Shire Council and described their roles as follows: Councillor and 

Mayor; Chief Executive Officer; Engineering Technical Officer, SES and Disaster Management; 

Disaster Management Co-ordinator and Director of Corporate Services; Economic Development 

Officer; Director of Engineering Services; and former Community Resilience Project Officer.  

 

4.2.1.2 MACKAY INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS 

 

Eleven semi-structured interviews were undertaken in Mackay during the week of February 17–21, 

2014, with an additional two interviews undertaken during the week of November 23–27, 2015.  

An internet search was undertaken of elected Councillors, council officials, and regional business 

representatives. Potential participants were contacted via email, with face-to-face interview times 

arranged four to six weeks prior to the researcher’s arrival. Interview participants were asked a 

series of ten semi-structured questions, with interviews ranging from approximately forty minutes to 

seventy minutes. Basic demographic information was collected to provide useful insight regarding 

the profile of the responders. Informed consent was confirmed, with all interview participants 

agreeing to their responses, positions, names, and demographic information provided being 

identifiable (refer to Appendix 1).  

Of the five business and regional development representatives interviewed, one identified 

as female, and four as male. One participant was aged between 25–39 years, while four were aged 
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between 40–54 years. Two of the participants had lived in Mackay for 0–1 year, two for 2–5 years, 

while one participant had lived in the community for more than 26 years. When asked to identify 

ancestry, three out of the four participants stated they were born in Australia, while two identified 

as having Australian ancestry, one identified Dutch ancestry, one American, and one South African 

ancestry. All five were in full-time paid employment. Participants described their position titles as 

follows: General Manager, Tourism Mackay; Treasurer, Mackay Regional Chamber Commerce; 

Manager, Mackay Entertainment Centre Complex; Project Officer, Mackay Regional Economic 

Develop Corporation; Principal Economic Development Officer, Mackay, Isaac, Whitsunday Region, 

Department of State Development. 

Of the eight governance representatives interviewed, two identified as female, and six as 

male. One responder was aged between 25–39 years, four were aged between 40–54 years, two 

between 54–69 years, and one did not respond. One of the participants had lived in Mackay 2–5 

years, one for 11–15 years, two for 16–25 years, while four participants had lived in the community 

for more than 26 years. When asked to identify ancestry, four out of the eight participants stated 

they were born in Australia, while five identified as having Australian ancestry, and one respondent 

identified as having English, Italian, and South African ancestry. Of the participants, eight worked 

full-time, while one was employed part-time. All were employed by Mackay Regional Council and 

described their roles as follows: Councillor and Deputy Mayor, Roads and Drainage; Counsellor, 

Festivals, Events, and Arts; Councillor, Community Development and Libraries; Councillor, Waste, 

Health and Regulatory; Economic Development; Project Manager, CBD Revitalisation, Engineering 

and Commercial Infrastructure; Planning and Development; and Multi-Cultural Officer and former 

Resilience Project Manager. 

 

4.2.2 OPEN-ENDED SURVEYS 

 

The surveys were designed to understand attitudes, perceptions, and experiences from participants 

within the broader community. A standardised guide was applied to the questions asked of 

participants across the business and regional development, and governance interviews, and the 

survey questions asked of the community group across both case studies. The constant applied in 

doing so was intended for the largest number of participants to respond to the same questions, 

allowing for connections and contradictions between the three groups within each case study to 

emerge.644 Further, asking the same questions across groups and case studies allowed for 

triangulation to ensure validity. Survey participants were asked a series of nine open-ended 

questions. Questions one to eight replicated the first eight business and regional development, and 
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governance interview questions, while the ninth question was aimed specifically at the community 

group. Basic demographic information was also collected to provide additional data regarding the 

profile of the participants. Completion time for the surveys was estimated at approximately twenty 

to thirty minutes.  

Sampling for the surveys, as in the interviews, was purposive. Uwe Flick contends that 

sampling in qualitative research is most often not a formal selection of a portion of existing 

population, but instead “is conceived as a way of setting up a collection of deliberately selected 

cases, materials or events for constructing a corpus of empirical examples for studying the 

phenomenon of interest in the most instructive way.”645 However, it is recognised that methods of 

administrating surveys do not provide a wholly representative sample of the population of the case 

studies, and the specificity of the samples are acknowledged. 

The open-ended survey questions were, as per the interview questions, drawn from the 

preliminary readings of the literature and aimed to fill the gaps and delve into any differences 

between pragmatic government and business understandings and the understandings of community 

and resilience on the ground.  

 

 

Responses from each survey were transcribed verbatim into an Excel document for analysis. 

Methods of analysis of the surveys are described in “Chapter 4.2.3 Methods of Analysis.” The 

OPEN-ENDED SURVEY QUESTIONS 

1. What do you believe are the main benefits/ positives of living in this region? 
2. What do you believe are the main vulnerabilities/ weaknesses within this region? 

• environmental issues 
• climate related issues 
• social issues 
• economic issues 
• policy/governance issues 

3. Do you believe these vulnerabilities are currently being addressed? If so, how? (e.g., is action 
being taken by local, state, or federal government, community groups, volunteers?)  
4. What could be done differently to reduce these vulnerabilities? What needs to change or be 
improved?  
5. What are main your concerns for the long-term future of your region? 
6. What do you understand is meant by the term, ‘community resilience’? 
7. Is there a difference between how you think of your local community now as to in the past? 
How has it changed? 
8. What do you do to involve yourself with your local community? (e.g., are you a member of a 
club or group, do you participate in volunteer work, do you attend community events?) 
9. Would you like to be more involved in decisions regarding the future of your community and 
region? If so, how? 
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insights gathered are examined in “Chapter 4.3.1 Findings from Charleville” and “Chapter 4.3.2 

Findings from Mackay.” 

All processes undertaken in the recruitment of the participants and undertaking of the 

primary research within the selected communities were established, approved, and reported under 

Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee guidelines (Griffith University Protocol 

Reference, 2013/735). 

 

4.2.2.1 CHARLEVILLE SURVEY PARTICIPANTS 

 

Surveys were undertaken in Charleville during the week of March 24–28, 2014 and the week of 

November 9–13, 2015. Of 125 surveys distributed to the community in Charleville, forty-nine were 

returned. Distribution was purposeful, aimed at gathering responses from a broad cross-section of 

community. Surveys were printed and distributed by hand at multiple locations in and around 

Charleville’s town centre, including commercial retail outlets, private business premises, public 

buildings such as libraries, art galleries, community services, and community clubs and groups. 

Surveys were left at these locations for two to three days, allowing for an additional snowballing 

process of participants taking additional surveys for friends, family, and colleagues to complete. The 

researcher returned at an agreed time to collect the completed surveys. Participants received an 

informed consent package along with the survey document (refer to Appendix 2). 

Participants in the surveys were non-identifiable, with basic demographic information 

collected to provide useful insight regarding the profile of the responders, and a series of nine open-

ended questions asked of the participants. Six returned surveys were deemed invalid, as less than six 

out of the nine open-ended questions were answered. Of the forty-three community participants in 

Charleville, twenty-eight identified as female and fifteen identified as male, representing a 

significantly higher proportion of female respondents returning the surveys.  

Five respondents were aged between 18–24 years, eight between 25–39 years, thirteen 

between 40–54 years, twelve between 55–69 years, four between 70–84 years, with one 

respondent was aged over 85 years, providing representation across all age brackets. Participants 

were further asked how many years they had lived within the community. Nine participants had 

lived in Charleville for 0–1 year, three for 2–5 years, five for 6–10 years, one for 11–15 years, four for 

16–25 years, and twenty-one participants for 26 years or more, representing a broad level of 

experience of living in the community. When asked to identify ancestry, thirty-nine out of the forty-

three respondents stated they were born in Australia. Twenty-five of the participants identified as 

having Australian ancestry, seven recognised English ancestry, two identified Irish ancestry, two 



 163 

identified German ancestry, one identified Torres Strait Islander ancestry, and one New Zealand 

ancestry. Participants identifying as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander are significantly 

underrepresented compared to the statistical profile of 13% of community, as outlined in 

Chapter 2.4 The Local Context. 

Eighteen of the respondents were in full-time paid positions, eight in part-time paid 

positions, and nine were self-employed. Of those in paid employment, respondents were broadly 

distributed across a range of positions, with six owner/managers, three healthcare and community 

services workers, two trade/technical employees, six employed in sales/retail, two in 

finance/bookkeeping, two in administration/office positions, two in engineering/roads, two in 

environmental health, two in agriculture, two in wildlife services, one in emergency services, one in 

media and communications, and one employed in library/public services. Unpaid positions included 

one participant identifying as unemployed, one volunteer, and six retired participants. This 

represents a varied range of positions and perspectives across hours worked and areas of knowledge 

and expertise within the community.  

 

4.2.2.2 MACKAY SURVEY PARTICIPANTS 

 

Surveys were undertaken in Mackay during the week of February 17–21, 2014 and the week of 

November 23–27, 2015. Of 125 open-ended surveys distributed in Mackay, thirty-five were 

returned. Distribution was purposeful, aimed at gathering responses from a broad cross-section of 

community. Surveys were printed and distributed by hand at multiple locations in the Mackay 

Central Business District, including commercial retail outlets, private business premises, public 

buildings such as libraries, art galleries, community services, and community clubs and groups. 

Surveys were left at these locations for two to three days, allowing for an additional snowballing 

process of participants taking additional surveys for friends, family, and colleagues to complete. The 

researcher returned at an agreed time to collect the completed surveys. Participants received an 

informed consent package along with the survey document (refer to Appendix 2). 

Participants in the surveys were non-identifiable, with basic demographic information 

collected to provide useful insight regarding the profile of the responders, and a series of nine open-

ended questions asked of the participants. One returned survey was deemed invalid, as less than six 

out of the nine open-ended questions were answered. Of the thirty-four community participants in 

Mackay, twenty-eight identified as female and six identified as male, representing a significantly 

higher proportion of female respondents returning the surveys.  
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Five respondents were aged between 18–24 years, nine between 25–39 years, thirteen 

between 40–54 years, six between 55–69 years, and one respondent between 70–84 years, 

representing a diverse sample. Participants were asked how many years they had lived within the 

community. One participant had lived in Mackay for 0–1 year, four for 2–5 years, nine for 6–10 

years, two for 11–15 years, five for 16–25 years, and thirteen for 26 years or more, representing a 

broad level of experience of living in the community. When asked to identify ancestry, twenty-nine 

out of the thirty-four respondents stated they were born in Australia, while twenty-one of the 

participants identified as having Australian ancestry, seven recognised English ancestry, and the 

remaining respondents identified as having American, New Zealand, Italian, Czech and Maltese 

ancestry respectively. No participants identified Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander ancestry, an 

underrepresentation compared to the statistical profile of 5% of community, as outlined in 

“Chapter 2.4 The Local Context.” 

Sixteen respondents were in full-time paid positions, eleven in part-time paid positions, and 

three were self-employed. Of those in paid employment, respondents were broadly distributed 

across a range of positions, with one consultant, two owner/managers, two healthcare workers, two 

trade/technical employees, six employed in sales/retail, two in finance/bookkeeping, eleven in 

administration/office positions, one in maintenance/roads, and two employed in library/public 

services. Unpaid positions included one participant as an unpaid carer, one volunteer, one full-time 

student, and one retired participant. This represents a varied range of positions and perspectives 

across hours worked and areas of knowledge and expertise within the community. 

 

4.2.3 METHODS OF ANALYSIS 

 

The primary data from the case studies sheds empirical light upon the theoretical concepts drawn 

from the literature. Thematic analysis of the data was undertaken across responses derived from a 

total of 100 interview and survey participants (fifty-three from Charleville and forty-seven from 

Mackay), providing insights into nine focused questions. An Excel workbook was created, with 

Charleville and Mackay established as separate case studies. Due to the specific and detailed nature 

of the questions asked and the significant number of respondents, each of the questions was treated 

as a separate data set and given its own spreadsheet within the workbook. Community (survey) 

participants were listed by participant number only, while governance and business and regional 

development (interview) participants were identified by both participant number and by name and 

job positions. Collected demographic information was listed against each participant, identifying 

mode of participation (survey or interview), the participant group classification (community, 
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governance, business), gender, age group, number of years lived in the community, ancestry, 

employment status, and employment description. Johnny Saldana describes this “attribute coding” 

as “good qualitative data management” that “provides essential participant information and 

contexts for analysis and interpretation.”646  

Responses from the manually completed open-ended surveys were entered verbatim for 

each participant into the corresponding question spreadsheet. Interview recordings were also 

transcribed verbatim, and responses from each participant were entered into the corresponding 

question spreadsheet. This allowed for analysis of responses from the community, governance, and 

regional and business development groups across nine questions.  

A thematic analysis was undertaken to identify patterns of meaning within the data and to 

allow for an in-depth analysis with rich detail.647 The approach to analysis was inductive, searching 

for sociocultural contexts and conditions without pre-existing coding frames or preconceptions. 

However, it is recognised that “researchers cannot free themselves of their theoretical and 

epistemological commitments, and data are not coded in an epistemological vacuum.”648 An 

iterative process of initial/open coding was undertaken, followed by pattern/axial coding, grouping 

similar codes, and reassembling them into larger categories. Initial theoretical coding was then 

undertaken to discover the substantive primary themes.649 Codes, categories and themes were 

arranged and rearranged in an ever-evolving process seeking to discover perspectives and 

understandings on the ground. The refining, expanding, and rejecting of initial patterns and themes 

is described by Saldana as a cyclical act that remains open at all times to possibilities.650 Yin further 

describes this as a process of trial and error, disassembling and reassembling the complied data.651 

To minimise bias while making discretionary choices, a process of constant comparison, 

identification of similarities and dissimilarities, reviewing contradictions and negative instances, and 

searching for alternative explanations was followed rigorously. 652 

Colour coding of the codes, categories, and themes in the workbook helped to visually 

facilitate the process. The reassembled materials were visualised through tables developed for each 

data set, shedding further light on an unfolding narrative of the findings (refer to “Chapter 4.3.1 

Findings from Charleville” and “Chapter 4.3.2 Findings from Mackay”).653 Simple counts included in 

tabular form allow for precision in describing the occurrence and distribution of categories and 

themes, further informing similarities, differences, negative instances, and contradictions in the 

data. Joseph Maxwell argues that in qualitative research, using numbers helps to clearly present the 

evidence, contribute to internal generalisability of findings within the individual case studies, and to 

strengthen the validity of the conclusions made.654 While the simple quantified counts are aimed at 

increasing validity and adding convincing argument to findings across the sizeable data sets, the 
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research remains qualitative and interpretive in its methodology. Illustrative samples and 

connections and contradictions are drawn from the data and explored through an analytical 

narrative.655 According to Flick, triangulation in data interpretation is further strengthened through 

the combined process of coding of the data and the hermeneutic reading and unpacking of extracts 

within the narrative.656 The result is a detailed description of context, issues, and understandings, 

drawn from the local context of the case studies.  

A comparative analysis between the two case studies then draws connections, and 

contradictions from the themes generated, across the groups, and between the case studies (refer 

to “Chapter 4.4 Insights for Design”). This is with recognition that the data gathered is not 

necessarily representative of the populations of Charleville and Mackay, given the variables in 

populations, locations, environments, socioeconomic situations, and specific vulnerabilities, of each 

community. However, commonalities and differences that emerged from the themes bring to light 

insights in understanding the role of design in the context of strengthening community resilience  
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FINDINGS 

Four themes, “Valuing Community and Social Capital,” “Positive Experiences of Local Lifestyle,” 

“Appreciation of the Natural Environment,” and “Favourable Outlooks on Local Economy,” 

developed from the primary data gathered across the three participant groups from Charleville. 

Community participants highlighted the value of community, social capital, and a sense of 

community cohesion in Charleville. Responses revealed that there is a strong sense of community, 

where people “work together towards the same outcome” (Community Participant 85). Participants 

also commented, “community is tight-knit, and everyone knows everyone” (Community Participant 

73) and “it is a small community, everyone sticks together” (Community Participant 77) Participants 

highlighted perceptions of safety living in the region, with feedback including “you don’t have to 

worry about being broken into” (Community Participant 78). The town was also described as a great 

place to raise children.  

Positive experiences and significant benefits of Charleville’s lifestyle were also highlighted. 

Residents commented on Charleville’s easy-going, rural lifestyle, with one participant explaining “I 

love the outback experience, meeting people passing through. Charleville is a quaint old town” 

(Community Participant 53). A lack of traffic issues and daily stress usually experienced in larger 

centres was also a common response. Community participants further observed the extensive range 

of facilities that the town has to offer, including a gym, swimming pool, and a significant number of 

sporting facilities.  

The rural location, open spaces, natural environment of the region, lack of pollution, and unique 

scenery of the region were also appreciated by several community participants. Economic and 

employment opportunities were noted by several participants as a positive aspect of living in the 

region, with low costs of land and housing and the ability to save money observed. 

 Business and regional development participants also emphasised the value of community and 

social capital. Answers reflected perceptions of strong relationships between people and their role in 

forming a closely bonded community. Positive perspectives of local lifestyle were also noted, with a 

comparison made between the rural experience and living in larger cities:  

 
It’s the best lifestyle in history. You’re not dealing with traffic daily. The daily stress of living 
in a bigger centre, which is going from point A to point B because you’re covering more area, 
and just the sheer size of this place. It’s much easier from the added levels of stress that you 
get living in the city, out here. (Manager, Cosmos Centre) 

 

Governance participants similarly valued community and social capital. They discussed the 

ease of reaching out to members of the community and extending a helping hand. For example, the 

CEO of the Murweh Shire Council highlighted how easy it is for the community to access local 
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governance, describing this as a “pure form of democracy.” Positive experiences of local lifestyle 

were also appreciated, with the small population, relaxed rural lifestyle, convenience, and ample 

facilities noted. Murweh Shire Council’s Mayor further commented on the economic benefits 

provided by industries such as the local goat and sheep abattoir, “providing opportunity” to the 

area. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Responses across all groups indicated significant positive benefits of living in Charleville, with the 

largest number of coded responses referring to valuing community and social capital (refer to table 

1). Insights from participants reflected a strong sense of family connection and community cohesion 

evident in the town. A safe and positive environment for children, with a robust scaffolding of 

community support, was welcomed. The friendliness of locals and the tight-knit nature of the 

community was further highlighted. Positive experiences of local lifestyle were discussed across all 

groups in terms of the small population and the relaxed and quiet rural lifestyle. The convenience of 

minimal travel time was also highly regarded, along with a widespread appreciation for the facilities 

provided despite the small population and remoteness of the town. Participants from the 

community group also discussed their appreciation of the natural environment, and natural beauty 

of the region. Several community participants, along with a governance representative, further 

welcomed employment and economic opportunities, expressing favourable outlooks for the 

economy. As a whole, the responses to this question across all groups demonstrated a community 

perceived from within as safe, connected, amicable, and supportive of one another. A pronounced 

level of appreciation of the local lifestyle amongst the participants further indicated a high level of 

satisfaction towards living in Charleville, with little inclination of contemplation for future change or 

for leaving the community. 
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commented, “We are governed by the weather. I grew up in a property, so my life revolved around 

the weather” (Community Participant 88). Others observed the effects of the economic downturn on 

the community due to drought, with one stating “it’s so harsh and is affecting not only the farmers 

but the local businesses. People cannot produce [cattle] and therefore aren't spending in the local 

community” (Community Participant 53).  

Apprehension regarding flooding was equally of concern to community participants. 

Residents outlined their experiences of recurring flooding, with multiple coded responses regarding 

the “risk of floods”, the “river and flooding, and “more severe floods.” However, some residents 

remained positive in the face of flooding, with one resident noting:  

 
I’ve seen three floods. I’ve had water through my shop. But I bounce back because I’m part of 
something. And people come from everywhere to help…And talking about the gullies, I feel it 
is an engineering feat, and I feel that it will work. I don’t think that I’ll flood again. 
(Community Participant 100) 

 
Concerns for the environment were also noted, such as the effects of tree clearing on the 

land, gas fracking, and a lack of a recycling facility in the town, with all rubbish disposed of in a single 

bin. There were further recurring concerns for issues of “poor soil quality,” “groundwater,” “water 

conservation,” and “river ecology.” Participants raised their concerns regarding feral and animals 

and pests, in particular wild dogs, with one participant identifying impacts on farming practices, 

stating that wild dogs and cats “impact on wildlife and cattle and sheep industries” (Community 

Participant 82).  

A participant from the business and regional development group responded to this question, 

raising concerns over a lack of recycling in the region due to the high costs of transportation. 

Further, river ecology and the silting of the river were noted as significant concerns, with waterholes 

no longer swimmable “from clearing further up and silting” (Manager, Cosmos Centre). 

Responses from participants in the governance group were particularly concerned over 

flooding of the Warrego River, and/or Bradley’s Gully, and its effects on the town. Mixed responses 

to flood mitigation, the effectiveness of the flood levee and its current height for future flooding, 

disaster preparedness, and installation of warning systems were evident. Confidence in flood 

mitigation was brought to light in feedback such a “flooding is under control because we’ve taken 

steps to control it with the levy bank and things like that so it’s becoming less of an issue” (Economic 

Development Officer Murweh Shire Council). However, other observations were more circumspect, 

with comments including “We’re starting to get on top of that [but] I don’t think that we have totally 

nailed it yet. We have certainly taken the majority of the smaller floods that have impacted us out of 

the equation (Engineering Technical Officer, SES and Disaster Management, Murweh Shire Council). 
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The necessity of ensuring high levels of community awareness of flooding, and reducing any 

community complacency towards future risk, was also highlighted by the Disaster 

Management Co-ordinator as critical:  

 
At what level do you accept… that if you're able to get insurance, the levy bank's there to 
protect property, you've got yourself covered with insurance, do you realise the risk that you 
are not protected as far as your health? We ensure we've got a good SES; we've got good 
warning devices; we've got information out to the public about when they need to evacuate. 
We've developed a very good EMS…we have an annual event for the community to ensure 
that they're up to date… but we still need people to be aware that we're not flood-proof. 
(Disaster Management Co-ordinator, Director of Corporate Services, Murweh Shire Council) 
 
As per the responses from the community group, representatives from governance also 

highlighted the relentless, extreme droughts experienced by the region and the larger detrimental 

flow-on effects to the community and the town’s economy. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Multiple environmental vulnerabilities were brought to light from across the three groups of 

participants with concerns identified pertaining to both present and future risk (refer to table 2). 

Apprehension regarding prolonged drought was identified as a significant vulnerability across the 

community and governance groups, with larger flow on effects to the economy of the region 

identified. Apprehension regarding flooding and the effectiveness of flood mitigation infrastructure 

was a further focus of discussions amongst the community and governance groups. Whilst some 

participants expressed trust that issues of flooding were largely resolved, others were far more 

cautionary regarding future flooding risk. The severity of both droughts and flooding was highlighted 

as a major problem, not only in terms of the environment, but as long-term vulnerabilities affecting 

the future of the community, the economy, and the town as a whole. These two themes accounted 

for a clear majority of responses across participants. Concern for environmental degradation was 

discussed across all three groups, including a lack of recycling in the region, excess tree clearing, and 

concern over future ramifications of gas fracking. Concern for poor soil quality, waterways, and 

groundwater management, were also identified across all three participant groups. Concerns 

regarding pests and feral animals, in particular, wild dogs on grazing and the economy, were further 

highlighted by community participants.  Overall, the responses of participants to this question 

reflected an informed knowledge and understanding of existing environmental vulnerabilities faced 

by the region, and the larger ramifications of these upon livelihoods and the long-term future of 

Charleville.
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(Community Participant 72). Another recognised that the “drought impacts on the cattle industry, 

which affects the ability to spend money in the town as well as [causes] personal hardship” 

(Community Participant 82). Extremes in weather events were made evident with community 

participants also expressing concerns regarding climate-driven effects of flooding, with multiple 

responses noting “floods,” and “flooding,” as an ongoing problem. This was recognised as an issue 

not only in the town itself, with concern over the effectiveness of flood mitigation, but also to 

farmers in the region and the flow on effect to the economy of the town as a whole.  

 Further concerns for community participants were outlined relating to high temperatures in 

Charleville. Answers reflected the extremes of temperature between summer and winter, including 

“you just learn to live with the heat and the freezing cold” (Community Participant 49). The effects 

of these extremes on the economy were also noted, with one participant commenting “I love the 

heat, but some find it extreme. In summer, the locals aren't seen, tourist activities close down/slow 

down. Tourists don't travel north or west” (Community Participant 53). Apprehension was expressed 

relating to climate change and a lack of preparedness, in responses including, “I don't think we 

understand enough about the climate. We're concerned about it but not stocking up for massive 

climate change” (Community Participant 78). Conversely, a group of community participants 

dispelled any concerns over climate change, noting the cyclical nature of climate and comparing 

previous climate conditions to the present, with one such response stating: 

 
No, my family history goes back over 100 years in this district. Anecdotally, the stories that I 
grew up with from my grandfather and father, the drought, 1901 through almost 1906, 
everything died…I think it's cyclical. (Community Participant 88) 
 
Responses from business and regional development participants reflected those of the 

community participants, with most answers highlighting concerns over drought, flooding, and the 

long-term ramifications of climate change including: 

 
I believe we are living in an era of increased climate variability. Our summers are going to get 
hotter and drier, there's going to be less rainfall. When the weather events do come, they're 
going to be more extreme; more extreme storms, or whatever. I think that presents a 
massive challenge to a community that earns its living from primary production. Not only 
that, it has got implications for the governance of our communities, our towns. (Consultant 
and Director, Mulga Solutions) 
 

Opposing views were also expressed, regarding the cyclical nature of climate: 

 
The severe droughts we’re having at the moment have happened many times. The big floods 
have happened many times. So, I think in the recorded history of mankind, I don’t think you 
would find massive change, but if you look at it geologically, you will find that that’s a repeat. 
(Manager, Cosmos Centre) 
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Responses from the governance group primarily voiced apprehension over climate change 

and increasingly high temperatures, with the region perceived as becoming hotter and drier. The 

Mayor added “I think it’s going to be a serious matter. Recently, this last year, we’ve had 46, 47 

degrees... I don’t know how you stop it…” (Councillor and Mayor, Murweh Shire Council). As per the 

community and business participants responses, there were some mixed feelings regarding climate 

change and the debate surrounding its cyclical nature including, “the climate change debate… I 

haven't really got an opinion on that because you hear both sides of the argument on that.… (CEO, 

Murweh Shire Council) 

 

DISCUSSION 

When prompted to consider climate-related vulnerabilities, participants across the community and 

business and regional development group groups, were primarily concerned with years of prolonged 

and severe drought followed by intermittent flooding events (refer to table 3). The themes of 

apprehension regarding drought, and apprehension regarding flooding, accounted for most 

participant responses. Participants acknowledged extensive efforts made by the local council to 

address issues of flooding. Despite the extensive flood mitigation, however, there remained 

concerns regarding the future effectiveness of flood mitigation infrastructure. Apprehension 

regarding climate change and concern over high temperatures were also themes generated from 

multiple responses from across the three groups.  The corresponding effects of these on farmers, 

tourism, and the economy, were recognised as significant long-term issues. Contrariwise, several 

participants across all three groups expressed climate change denial sentiments or dispelled 

concerns regarding climate change, demonstrating mixed opinions regarding anthropogenic climate 

change versus perceptions of the cyclical nature of the climate. Overall, responses across all three 

groups of participants reflected a strong level of awareness of climate-related vulnerabilities of the 

region, with a high level of uncertainty evident as to what the future holds. Despite a small group 

expressing climate change denial sentiments, participants were united in recognition of the effect of 

climate on the region’s stability, economic profitability, and long-term survival
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with Lack of Affordable Social Activities,” “Concern for Health, Wellbeing, Mental Health & Lack of 

Available Care,” “Concern for Family and Community Welfare,” and “Recognition of Inadequate 

Educational Opportunities” were generated from the primary data gathered across the three 

participant groups from Charleville. 

Participants from the community group discussed issues of isolation from other major 

centres, and a lack of facilities as a result. Distance from medical specialists and major shopping 

centres were identified as a major inconvenience. Some participants also commented on the 

geographical isolation hindering the sporting opportunities for younger people. Substance abuse 

leading to violence and gambling habits were also identified. Charleville residents raised significant 

concerns regarding drug and alcohol abuse, including a “culture of binge drinking and partying in 

youth” (Community Participant 60). One participant elaborated further:  

 
Parental guidance in some cases. Drugs are an issue…They've recently had a gathering to 
discuss the ice issue here. Ice is going to be the scourge of most communities. Yes, we're not 
immune to the problems that large regional areas face. (Community Participant 88) 

 
Dissatisfaction was also expressed over a lack of affordable social activities available, which 

was seen as contributing to boredom in youths. Several participants voiced concern for family and 

community welfare, including domestic violence and bullying in schools. Social media was also raised 

as a growing problem in relation to privacy issues. One participant further contended “I don't think it 

teaches people social skills” (Community Participant 76).  

Community participants revealed that a lack of facilities and services for aged care, mental 

health and health issues were also a problem in the region. In particular, the shortage of regular 

doctors for an aging population was an issue of concern. Several participants noted housing 

shortages in the town discouraging new residents to move to Charleville.  A lack of tertiary 

educational opportunities was also perceived as a long-term vulnerability for the region, with a 

“decreasing population—especially [the] younger generation going away for education and not 

coming back” (Community Participant 75).  

Conversely, other community participants expressed positive viewpoints regarding the social 

milieu, highlighting cultural events, sporting opportunities, access to services, low crime rates, and 

strong social connections. 

 Participants from the business and regional development group expressed similar concerns to 

the community group, highlighting health and wellbeing, mental health, and lack of available 

resources for the elderly. A business participant pointed out the benefits of unique services offered 

to rural communities to counterbalance some of these issues, noting “I think with the Royal Flying 
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Doctor; if there is an emergency, you just go straight to the bigger places” (Manager, Cosmos 

Centre). 

Participants from governance identified multiple social vulnerabilities similarly to the 

community participants with the necessity of travelling to the city for specialist care observed:  

 
Health's terrible in my opinion, based on the fact that for the last 10 years here…I've never 
lived in a town that's had an optometrist. I've never lived in a town that's had a chiropractor. 
The nearest, private hospital from here is 600 kms away in Toowoomba. (CEO, Murweh Shire 
Council)  
 

A lack of tertiary education and the closing of the local TAFE facility were further areas of concern 

particularly concerning young people leaving for opportunities elsewhere. A lack of activities for 

youths leading to boredom was also highlighted by several participants: 

 
The youth reckon they’ve got nothing to do. It is a bit hard for youth. We have one full-time 
youth organiser...There is a youth centre there that started as an accommodation for youth 
and a youth centre, but it was badly damaged in the flood, and we never had the numbers to 
put it back together. We are actually looking for a building now where they can be housed... 
Just doing activities to keep them off the streets, because once they get on the streets…we 
don’t have as many problems as some other places have but there is a bit of it, because of 
boredom. I know whenever the football season starts up here you have less troubles. 
(Councillor and Mayor, Murweh Shire Council) 

   
Responses in this group also focused upon numerous positive aspects of the social milieu of 

the town, with a strong working relationship between the local council and Indigenous 

communities further highlighted (Engineering technical officer, SES and Disaster 

Management Murweh Shire Council). 

 

DISCUSSION 

A broad range of responses from across all three groups provided valuable feedback relating to 

vulnerabilities regarding social issues, resulting in the development of multiple themes (refer to 

table 4). Recognition of geographical isolation and a lack of services was a concern voiced across the 

three groups, impacting on people’s ability to access larger service centres, retail, and reduced 

sporting opportunities for youths. Concern regarding drug and alcohol abuse was also discussed in 

detail across the three participant groups, with attention drawn to relationships between substance 

abuse and violence. Dissatisfaction with a lack of affordable social activities, particularly for 

Charleville’s youths was raised amongst the community and governance groups. Concern for health, 

wellbeing, mental health, and a lack of available care was also highlighted across the three groups. 

Reduced access to specialist healthcare for an ageing population was of particular concern, with 

residents travelling to Brisbane and other larger centres for specialist treatment. Community 

participants expressed some concerns for family and community welfare, with negative effects of 
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social media on the community highlighted, though this was not mentioned by either business or 

governance representatives. A lack of available tertiary education opportunities was another 

important issue highlighted across all groups, leading to young people leaving for educational 

opportunities.  

As a whole, participants across the three groups provided correspondent responses, 

identifying a range of social vulnerabilities, and demonstrating a strong level of awareness of these 

issues. Conversely, across all three groups of participants, there were multiple positive responses 

relating to strong social connections in the town, cultural events, sporting opportunities, a good 

level of services for the small population, and a low level of crime, extending upon positive insights 

gained from Question 1. 
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Vulnerability & Need for Diversification,” and “Concern Regarding High Cost of Living,” were 

generated from the primary data gathered across the three participant groups from Charleville. 

The community group expressed their concerns over a variety of economic issues. These 

were mostly associated with a lack of employment opportunities, loss of jobs, and job insecurity, all 

of which were understood as contributing to the downsizing of the town’s population. Seasonal 

employment was highlighted as a problem, with one participant noting “People employed casually—

[in] wintertime the town booms but late spring through early autumn the town almost stands still” 

(Community Participant 53). A lack of support from the state government with the closure of 

services was also related to a relocation of jobs, which “is a big impact—a lot of families have to 

move on government jobs etc. away from here” (Community Participant 76). A comparison was 

made to Charleville’s former economic security: 

 
Charleville was always known as a service town. We were the gateway to the West. A lot of 
our past economic growth has been through government services. In recent years, a lot of 
those services have been removed, so we've lost a lot of families. As a result, people have left 
the district. (Community Participant 88) 
 
The impacts of the ongoing drought on farmers and the economy were discussed by many 

community participants, along with the flow-on effects created throughout the town. This included 

discussions around the closure of multiple retail outlets in Charleville over the previous fifteen years, 

with a loss of business income for many residents. As one participant commented, “In times of 

drought all businesses struggle which affects entire town—no jobs, no money to spend—people 

reluctantly leave town” (Community Participant 63). One participant argued that people should be 

more prepared in facing and overcoming the hardships of drought: 

 
When you live in Queensland you should be getting used to drought—it's more dry than wet 
here, then all of a sudden you have a drought, and everyone complains. (Community 
Participant 78) 

 
Local retail was discussed in terms of decline, with some blame placed upon people “earning 

locally and spending out of town” (Community Participant 82). Another point of contention 

highlighted the convenience of online leading to retail closures, with one participant stating: 

 
A large number of populations buy the biggest percentage of their items on the internet. 
They don't look to see what the locals have or ask if the business concerned can order it in. 
(Community Participant 48) 
 

Community participants also noted the high cost of living, particularly for pensioners, with one 

contending “there is little competition for everyday items—for example, the grocery store and the 

chemist—so what they charge is what you have to pay” (Community Participant 53).  
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The downturn in rural industries was highlighted as exacerbating economic instability, with 

several participants noting that the “loss of the wool industry twenty years ago is still affecting the 

community” (Community Participant 56). Wild dogs were also blamed for contributing to the loss of 

the wool industry. Some community participants recognised the need for diversification in the 

economy, discussing a “lack of secondary industries” (Community Participant 56), and the need for 

“new business opportunities” (Community Participant 83), to enable economic growth.  

Business and regional development participants expressed apprehension over drought and 

its effect on the economy, with farmers struggling and spending minimal money in the town with 

“agriculture and the economy being dramatically affected by the present weather conditions” and a 

fifty percent reduction in agricultural returns, which is flowing through to the small-town 

economies” (Senior Economics Development Officer, State Development Infrastructure and 

Planning). Additionally, while tourism was recognised as becoming an important boost for the 

economy, reliance upon seasonal winter tourism was noted as an economic vulnerability due to its 

inconsistent nature. (Manager, Cosmos Centre). There was also recognition of the complexity of 

local economic issues in an increasingly globalised world:  

 
How do we make our community more profitable? Is it a high-speed, reliable, affordable 
internet? Is it having better transport, logistics and corridors that we can get our product 
out? What does that mean? We keep coming back to the rail, but deep down, I think rail has 
had its heyday. We have to be looking to the future of flying things, getting things to port so 
they can go out via boats. If people perceive they can make a profit, they will move to and set 
up economic activity in that place, which means we come back to trade agreements, which is 
a global issue and totally outside the control of our area. (Consultant and Director, Mulga 
Solutions)  

 
Participants from the governance group primarily expressed their concern regarding a lack of 

employment prospects, young people leaving for job opportunities elsewhere, and economic 

impacts on the town from ongoing drought: 

 
If the rural area's doing it tough, the town does it tough…We have government services and 
that fluctuate[s] back and forth. If the rural sector's doing well, with the commodity prices, if 
they're getting grass, rain, and that sort of thing…they can send (cattle) away to market, that 
means they're spending money. They're employing people to do fencing, help with shearing, 
that sort of thing, and it flows on…you can see if there's a fluctuation in tough times. (CEO, 
Murweh Shire Council) 
 

DISCUSSION 

Six themes relating to economic vulnerabilities developed from the data gathered across the three 

groups of participants (refer to table 5). The largest number of coded responses expressed 

apprehension regarding job shortages and unemployment, with loss of services in the town and 

unease over long-term job security highlighted. Apprehension over the economic downturn due to 
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drought and a lack of planning for the effects of drought on the livelihood of the town was 

expressed across all three groups. The flow-on effect of ongoing drought to the township was 

recognised as a complex issue, affecting not only graziers but the entire community. Concern over 

the loss of local trade and retail closures was a significant concern for the community group, with an 

economic downturn in the local region, a globalised economy, and the rise of online shopping 

highlighted as causal effects by participants. The recognition of economic vulnerability and the need 

for diversification and expanded opportunities for business were discussed by the community and 

business and regional development groups. Concern regarding the high cost of living was also 

voiced, particularly by the community group, with costs of travel for healthcare, general living 

expenses due including groceries, and particular concern for pensioners noted. 

 Across the three groups, participants expressed consistent concerns in relation to economic 

vulnerabilities across the themes, demonstrating an awareness of the economic vulnerability of the 

town in the face of diminishing employment opportunities, an increasingly globalised economy, the 

need for diversification, and the effects of the climatic conditions upon the economic wellbeing of 

Charleville and the region. 
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Community participants expressed dissatisfaction with governance on a number of issues. A 

lack of funding for services and facilities was mentioned; for example, a “lack of health and dental 

services” (Community Participant 61), and a “decline in nurses” (Community Participant 70). 

There was further concern regarding short-term political terms affecting funding, with comments 

observing the “withdrawal of assistance to farmers to help them with drought” (Community 

Participant 75), and that “there was a change of state government, and we lost the state funding” 

(Community Participant 78). Further points of contention emerged on the issues of multiple levels of 

governance and bureaucracy, with a participant commenting, “Australia, in general, is too micro-

managed with an overemphasis on legislation -make basic policy and trust people to do the job” 

(Community Participant 69). Multiple respondents referred to the prioritisation of cities over rural 

areas, with comments such as “state-wide policy often does not recognise cultural individuality of 

small rural communities” (Community Participant 57), and “state and federal govts. [sic] don't care 

about people/towns in regional areas—only interested in the city” (Community Participant 68). 

Conversely, some community participants expressed positive viewpoints of state 

government funding and support. Mention was made of strong allocations of funding, including “I’ve 

found we get a lot of funding out here. There’s always projects going on” (Community Participant 

99), and “we get priority funding to deal with pests and fire” (Community Participant 79). The 

investment on the levee bank was also recognised, with one participant noting “well, to give us 14.5 

million for that levee bank is an enormous thing to save our town” (Community Participant 100). 

Residents also showed their support for the local council, with numerous respondents describing it 

as “supportive” and “approachable” (Community Participant 78), whilst others noted the hard work 

of the local council in supporting the community as a whole.  

Other community participants were either not aware of the government policies or 

expressed little concern, as reflected in the low response rate to this particular question. Several of 

those who did respond replied with “none,” “not sure,” or “don’t really follow it.”  

Three responses were recorded from the business and governance group, revealing mixed 

opinions. Support for the local council was expressed; however, frustration was voiced over the 

short political terms at the federal and state level, as it affected receiving funding for projects.  

 
I think the frustrating thing is that twice we’ve gone for funding, to turn this into a tourism 
precinct, to have a Bilby Centre here and a new observatory, all that sort of stuff, and both 
times with the funding there was a change of government...federal and state. And the whole 
thing fell through because there was a change of government, and that’s everybody’s 
complaint…every three years we tend to be wasting our time doing another plan. How many 
plans do you want to do? (Manager, Cosmos Centre) 

 
There was also recognition that policies should be localised, for local conditions on the ground. 
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I think that we would like to see more communication or visits to understand the localised 
issues... understanding the local environment lends itself to making better decisions on a 
local level. (Senior Economics Development Officer, Department of State Development 
Infrastructure and Planning)  

 
Perspectives from governance were also mixed. Participants were grateful for the level of 

funding received by state and federal governments, particularly in terms of flood mitigation, 

resilience funding, and the Natural Disaster Resilience, Response Program. (Disaster Management 

Co-ordinator, Director of Corporate Services, Murweh Shire Council). Additional significant 

investment in infrastructure was also recognised: 

 
In infrastructure we’ve got the Cosmos Centre…that was something like about $200,000 of 
Federal investment, and Council has put in the difference.  We’ve just done up all the town 
halls. They were all getting run down and no one is using them. Just by investing in them and 
doing new interiors, people have begun to use them all over again. The medical centre and 
dental surgery—that’s probably been the biggest over the last 10 years…to have a dentist in 
the smaller areas really brings people in. (Economic Development Officer, Murweh Shire 
Council)  

 
Several participants felt more funding was required for general upgrades, roads, and street planting. 

There was also frustration voiced regarding the amount of “red tape” required to go through when 

working with state and federal governments with policies designed for the city.  

 

DISCUSSION 

When asked to consider issues of policy and governance, a smaller number of community 

participants responded, compared to earlier questions, suggesting either a general lack of awareness 

or a lack of interest and engagement. Numerous community participants who did respond expressed 

a lack of interest in issues of governance or a lack of awareness of any issues (refer to table 6). The 

largest number of coded responses expressed dissatisfaction with funding across all government 

levels and dissatisfaction with support and recognition of regional and rural concerns. Responses 

recorded across all groups demonstrated a level of frustration with bureaucracy, short political 

cycles interfering with funding and getting things done, and a lack of understanding of regional 

issues. Community participants, in particular, expressed dissatisfaction regarding a perceived lack of 

interest and understanding of local issues from city-based federal and state governments. 

Conversely, positive viewpoints of state government funding were expressed by community and 

governance participants, with an appreciation for the significant funding received for major flood 

mitigation and other infrastructure projects, though ongoing maintenance funding in other areas 

was highlighted as insufficient. Several participants across the groups also acknowledged strong 

initiatives from an approachable, hard-working local government. 
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to the question without further elaboration. One participant noted “problems socially—drug 

culture—and economic issues with jobs—I don't think are being addressed” (Community Participant 

76). Another participant was concerned about employment opportunities for young people: 

 

Can't see anything being done to keep our young people in the area. We need some 
government infrastructure to create employment opportunities—which will lead to more 
employment—more facilities in remote areas. (Community Participant 88) 

 
Community participants who expressed positive attitudes towards government efforts to 

address vulnerabilities provided insights including “Local council is excellent—does as much as 

possible considering the amount of money available” (Community Participant 63), and “I think the 

local council tries hard to address these issues” (Community Participant 59). Residents also 

acknowledged the involvement of the community to address the vulnerabilities. For example, 

participants acknowledged that “Community groups are trying to address the closing of local 

businesses” (Community Participant 68). One participant pointed out: 

 
The closure of several retailers prompted a recent town meeting to discuss the future of 
Charleville… This meeting hopefully will be a starting point for locals and the council to work 
to improve the town sustainability. (Community Participant 82) 

 
Other participants from the community group expressed some awareness of efforts to 

address vulnerabilities, though they were unclear of specific details. Similarly, to insights from the 

previous question, there was also a level of dissatisfaction with regional support and funding to 

address vulnerabilities, with comments including “city people have absolutely no idea of the 

problems country people cope with” (Community Participant 63) and:  

 
We can't change the weather—but governments don't care about the west (state or federal). 
We never see our local members, the only time they do venture out is when it’s election time 
and that will never change, no matter what they say. (Community Participant 72)  

 
Responses from the governance group highlighted positive developments, particularly 

regarding lobbying for flood-mitigation strategies. The former Community Resilience Project Officer 

noted: 

 
I think, in terms of disasters, our council has lobbied fairly well with state and federal 
government for financial aid, putting mitigation in place. I don't think there's much more 
effort could have gone into creating resilience from disasters like that. (former Community 
Resilience Project Officer, Murweh Shire Council) 

 
The disaster management coordinator, however, warned of not becoming complacent 

towards future risk: 
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I think it [flooding] concerns all the community. We need to, as a council particularly, and 
ourselves, to be aware that we don't have full immunity, and I think to a certain extent, also, 
it's about where the town was first built. It was actually built on a flood plain ...The issue is 
that we only have a level of protection, and while I understand that governments have 
priorities and we've probably been more fortunate than most…we still need the community 
to be aware and identify that there is a possibility, at some stage, that they could have a 
severe event. (Disaster Management Co-ordinator and Director of Corporate Services, 
Murweh Shire Council) 
 

Future strategies for reducing vulnerabilities were also highlighted, included revitalised tourism, and 

increases in employment opportunities at Charleville’s goat processing plant. Governance 

representatives also outlined the invaluable work of community groups in reducing vulnerabilities, 

including the Neighbourhood Centre focusing on aged services and youth work, the State Emergency 

Services (SES), the Red Cross, the Country Women’s Association (CWA), and the Returned Services 

League (RSL) (Economic Development Officer, Murweh Shire Council). 

 

DISCUSSION 

The theme, general dissatisfaction with addressing vulnerabilities, accounted for the largest number 

of responses from community participants. Multiple participants responded “no,” or provided 

minimal clarification, indicating a general lack of information, or knowledge of resilience-

strengthening projects being undertaken and processes in place (refer to table 7). Other participants 

from the community group expressed some awareness of efforts to address vulnerabilities, though 

they were unclear on specific details. A group of community participants further expressed 

dissatisfaction with a lack of regional funding to address vulnerabilities. Conversely, positive 

attitudes towards efforts to address vulnerabilities were also recorded from the community and 

governance groups, with participants citing the effectiveness of the local and state governments in 

dealing with vulnerabilities. In particular, the efforts of the local council in lobbying for flood 

mitigation were appreciated by the community. Further, positive attitudes towards community 

efforts to address vulnerabilities were also discussed, though this was primarily by community 

participants. 

Clear differences between group perceptions were highlighted in responses to the question. 

No responses were recorded from the business and regional development group. Responses from 

governance were strongly positive, demonstrating an informed knowledge of resilience 

strengthening projects. Community responses were mixed. Some participants expressed positive 

attitudes, demonstrating a good level of knowledge of existing processes. Other community 

participants however answered negatively, indicating a lack of knowledge of, or dissatisfaction with 

existing resilience strengthening processes in place. 
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for Improved Infrastructure and Planning,” and “Identifying the Need for Economic Diversification,” 

were generated from the primary data gathered across the three participant groups from 

Charleville. 

Community participants identified the need for government initiatives, incentives, funding, 

and support. In particular, the need for increased funding was cited by multiple participants for 

pensioners, as well as additional flights, medical travel, and healthcare: “More funding for medical 

travel and accommodation” (Community Participant 80). Further suggestions put forward included 

the need to “introduce recycling” (Community Participant 52), increase “wild dog control” 

(Community Participant 68), provide “more contribution from Govt to assist rural towns and 

landholders” (Community Participant 75). The community also acknowledged the role they had to 

play in reducing vulnerabilities. Responses included:  

 
I think a lot of people here I just apathetic, to be honest with you. (Community Participant 
99) 

 
…Thinking forwards, put some ideas forward, coming from the community rather than 
expecting state or local government to do it. (Community Participant 90) 

 
Other community participants were unsure of how to approach issues of vulnerability, with 

multiple responses of “unsure,” or “don’t know.” Some noted the “problem is too big” (Community 

Participant 56). A sense of disempowerment was evident in several responses regarding flooding, 

“With the levee bank, no one knows. If we have floods bigger than the last flood, we're in dire straits 

again” (Community Participant 77). Another commented:  

 
We've had a series of floods and they've spent a lot of money, but it hasn't been tested yet. 
After the last flood a lot [of] houses went up for sale and are still for sale. People won't buy 
them because they haven't been tested yet. (Community Participant 78) 
 

There was a similar sense of hopelessness regarding drought with responses including “you can't do 

much about droughts except relief” (Community Participant 72), and “we need rain to end the 

drought” (Community participant 68).  

Suggestions were made concerning improving infrastructure, including internet services, 

improving roads in response to cattle train damage, reinstating rail freight and removing trucks from 

the roads. One participant commented, “If they could only see how much good it would do to the 

west to get the rail back on track—it would create many jobs for our younger generations” 

(Community Participant 72). Recycling was also highlighted as a necessary improvement. Several 

community participants further identified the need for economic diversification, for example, “focus 

on attracting new industries i.e., Mining, government regional centres, army” (Community 

Participant 75). Focusing on increasing tourism was also noted as an area of priority.  
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Business and regional development participants also emphasised the need for increased 

economic diversification to ensure the town’s survival, along with increased community involvement 

in addressing vulnerabilities: 

 
Small towns have real problems getting community groups involved because the same 
people turn up on the same committee’s time after time. …I know people talk to me about 
there’s nothing here for the kids to do, but then when you say, well what? No one really 
knows what the kids want to do. The kids don’t know what they want to do either. (Manager, 
Cosmos Centre) 

 
Increases in government initiatives, incentives, funding, and involvement were among the 

most common responses offered by the governance participants. The need for improvements in 

transport and health were noted, along with difficulties in “attracting professional people” (Director 

of Engineering Services, Murweh Shire Council). Charleville’s Mayor further commented that 

growing the town’s population was a priority, as a larger population corresponds to an increase in 

services for the town. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Extending upon the previous question, participants were asked to put forward suggestions as to 

strategies to reduce present and future vulnerabilities.  The largest number of responses across all 

groups identified the need for government initiatives, incentives, funding, and support, including 

increased funding for pensioners, medical travel, healthcare, medical travel, and additional flights 

(refer to table 8). The role of community in reducing vulnerabilities was also identified by 

participants across all three groups, with participants acknowledging an increased requirement for 

individual action and responsibility to be taken. This was particularly highlighted as important by 

business and regional development participants. The need to improve infrastructure and planning, 

including introducing recycling, improving roads, and reinstating rail freight, was further 

acknowledged, particularly by community participants. A requirement for increased economic 

diversification away from grazing was also highlighted by community and business and regional 

development groups, with increased tourism opportunities discussed by multiple participants.  

As a whole,  participants across the three groups indicated a solid level of understanding of 

the challenges faced by the community moving forward and made a broad range of suggestions as 

to potential strategies to reduce vulnerabilities. However, a significant number of responses from 

the community group indicated a lack of awareness of opportunities to reduce vulnerabilities, with 

these community participants uncertain as to how they could begin to tackle such issues and 

expressing disempowerment.





 194 

Community participants were particularly concerned about the outlook of the local economy 

long-term. Concerns focused upon business stability, tourism, and the closure of retail shops. One 

participant shared “I reckon the town is getting quieter and quieter. I used to have a small business 

and I know how quiet things got. It's harder to make money” (Community Participant 77). Online 

shopping was also an area of concern for several respondents, with one commenting “it's a big thing 

for a lot of the retail businesses. I know one business that's closing next month, online shopping has 

destroyed her business” (Community Participant 88).  

Additionally, concerns regarding the impact of the drought were apparent in answers such 

as “the drought and economy for the town in this situation affect all town and farmers” (Community 

Participant 54). Some residents recognised the need for economic diversification for a more secure 

future in Charleville. One participant saw the weather as a concern for economic stability, 

contending “We need to attract new industries as our main industries are either heavily reliant on 

dry weather or the opposite in that regular rain is required” (Community Respondent 48). Other 

residents also realised the need for more resources that will impact future economic growth. 

The declining population was also a significant long-term concern for community 

participants. This was linked to unemployment and a lack of opportunities for young people.  

One participant stated, “it [the town] will die as we have nothing to keep the younger generation in 

the workforce, children go, families go then towns go” (Community Participant 72). A participant 

further noted “no employment, no prospect for work as the younger ones grow up, they leave town 

to pursue careers” (Community Participant 52). Participants also identified infrastructure as an 

ongoing issue with residents noting that for Charleville to survive, it has to be better equipped with 

services; for example, “better and cost-effective delivery of core services—health, roads, business 

legislation” (Community Participant 69). This included concern over the closure of rail to freight in 

Charleville and the potential loss of passenger rail.  

 
The loss, or potential loss, of the passenger rail to Charleville, is a concern. I think the rail is 
essential to towns like Charleville and Quilpie. It employs a lot of men. It gets trucks off the 
road. It’s a nicer trip for the cattle. (Community Participant 100) 

 
Concerns regarding the lack of medical and health services that would in turn affect people’s 

wellbeing long-term were also voiced. As explained by a participant, “health workers [are] now 

under stress—coping with the same amount of work distributed amongst fewer people” 

(Community Participant 63).  

Business and regional development participants similarly expressed apprehension regarding 

the economy, with one participant commenting: 
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 “I would not have said this probably three years ago, economics. We're in a severe 
economic slump. We're going backwards rapidly. I worry about that as someone who has 
chosen to live here and invest here” (Consultant and Director, Mulga Solutions).  
 

Additional concerns were voiced regarding retail and the need to re-educate retailers “because 

nothing spells disaster more than empty shop fronts for a town” (Manager, Cosmos Centre). 

Another participant identified the need for economic diversification:  

 
Cost reduction in relation to productivity in our region of agriculture is going to be quite 
challenging in the years ahead. Development of new industries…but the ability to diversify is 
limited in certain areas. (Senior Economics Development Officer, Department of State 
Development Infrastructure and Planning)  

 
Participants from governance were also worried about the economy long-term, with 

comments including “if the rural community was to fall over, what would generate the town?” 

(Disaster Management Co-ordinator and Director of Corporate Services, Murweh Shire Council). This 

group also had concerns regarding population decline and the well-being of residents: “I'm worried 

about the population decline, the gradual shift to the more metropolitan areas, whether that is 

people leaving to get employment or for education reasons (former Community Resilience Project 

Officer, Murweh Shire Council). The need for economic diversification was observed by several 

participants, including investing further in the goat industry with the goat abattoir infrastructure 

already established (CEO, Murweh Shire Council). It was also highlighted that isolation made it difficult 

to attract and retain qualified professionals to work in the town:  

 
Generally speaking, the access to medical services. It’s a major deterrent for people to come 
and live here. And in the business world, it’s the ability to attract and retain people, suitably 
qualified people. Even though you don’t need as many, the ones that do come have to 
practice in isolation to some extent and don’t have as many colleagues to discuss issues with 
and that sort of thing. (Director of Engineering Services, Murweh Shire Council) 

 

DISCUSSION 

When asked to consider long-term concerns for the future, participants across all groups expressed 

significant negative outlooks on the future of the local economy of Charleville (refer to table 9). 

Effects of drought on the economy, high costs of living, a lack of economic opportunity and loss of 

jobs, and business closures were discussed across the groups, and by community participants in 

particular. Concern for a declining and ageing population was also a common concern expressed by 

many participants, particularly from the community group. Youths leaving the town for employment 

and educational opportunities was identified as a major issue, in turn leading to a smaller 

population. Apprehension regarding job shortages and a lack of sustainable employment 

opportunities were identified as further areas of concern from the community group, as were 

concerns over inadequate maintenance and infrastructure planning moving forward. Concern for 
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health, mental health, social media use, welfare of the community, and a lack of available care for an 

aging population was also discussed in the community and governance groups.   

Participants across all three groups also put forward some insightful suggestions as to 

opportunities for economic diversity beyond grazing, and in attracting new investment and industry 

in the town. In particular, tourism was recognised as an area with potential for significant expansion. 

Further, the potential of the goat industry was highlighted as an area for growth in the town moving 

forward. A large number of responses were recorded for this question, indicating a high level of 

interest and engagement with the long-term future of Charleville. 
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ability for the community to survive and grow through tough times such as drought and floods” 

(Community Participant 84). Answers further referenced coping with adversity:  

 
It is the ability to bounce back and band together. You learn to get a pretty thick skin living 
out here, I think. And I don’t know, I think you learn to cope. You do what you can when you 
have to, I guess. (Community Participant 99) 
 
The way we bounce back after a disaster, and I’ve seen it time and time again and it does 
really happen. It’s very resilient.  And because it [sic] temperatures and the climate and 
conditions it just makes you resilient. I’m not as soft as I used to be I had to change quite a 
bit. (Community Participant 100) 

 
Community participants’ answers also reflected an understanding of the importance of 

community cohesion with responses including: 

 
Being able to accept differences and being able to pull together. (Community Participant 75): 
 
Whatever happens, this community bands together to help aid neighbours and residents. 
This town exists because of community resilience. (Community Participant 63)  
 
When something happens a small town like this is still connected to one another. There's still 
a sense of community. As a town gets smaller community gets stronger. (Community 
Participant 78) 

 
A group of community participants extended upon this, understanding resilience as a long-term 

community process, with responses such as: 

 
How the community maintains the long-term existence of its community by being adaptable 
to/against negative influences e.g.: flood/fire etc. (Community Participant 85) 

 
A community that strives to find new ways to maintain population and business. (Community 
Participant 52) 

 
  A smaller group of community participants did not recognise the term community resilience, 

with several answers coded as “unsure,” “don’t know,” and “I don't understand this question” 

(Community Participant 52). 

One respondent from the business and regional development group understood resilience 

as coping with adversity, whilst another understood resilience as a long-term embedded process: 

 
The ability for community to survive the hard times and move forward and still grow…It’s not 
financial growth. It’s the growth of the pride of the town, the livability of the town…it comes 
from the people who live here, so a bottom-up feeling, that’s what creates the resilience of 
the town. (Manager, Cosmos Centre)  

 
Governance responses were mixed, with definitions of community resilience including the 

“ability to bounce back” (CEO, Murweh Shire Council), and the community “sticking together” 

(Councillor and Mayor, Murweh Shire Council). Further responses discussed resilience as a 
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willingness to be prepared for disaster, and largely self-sufficient, with the ability and willingness to 

help out others (Engineering Technical Officer, SES and Disaster Management, Murweh Shire 

Council). The former Community Resilience Officer described the meaning in terms of preventative 

measurements, “to learn from past events and put in place measures to try and minimize the impact 

on similar events in the future (former Community Resilience Project Officer, Murweh Shire Council). 

 

DISCUSSION 

Participants across the three groups were asked to discuss their perceptions of the term community 

resilience, to gain an understanding of how the concept has been previously presented to them. 

Responses were varied, with the largest group of participants understanding resilience as coping 

with adversity and recovering from hardship or disaster, and many responses discussing resilience as 

the ability to “bounce back” after disaster (refer to table 10). Multiple participants across the groups 

further understood resilience as community cohesion, accepting differences, and working together, 

in times of hardship. Other participants across groups extended upon this, understanding 

community resilience as long-term embedded community process, with responses relating to 

working together to withstanding long-term fluctuations and building inherent adaptive capacity 

within the community.  

Conversely, a group of community participants demonstrated a lack of understanding of 

resilience as a concept or expressed a lack of familiarity with the term. Overall, a small number of 

responses were recorded by community participants compared to earlier questions, suggesting a 

lack of familiarity with the term by many participants who selected not to answer the question. 
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through Time,” and “Positive Views of Changes in Social Milieu through Time,” were generated from 

the primary data gathered across the three participant groups from Charleville. 

In responding to the topic of cultural change, many community participants focused on the 

negative impacts on the economy over time. A declining economy was discussed in terms of job 

losses and job insecurity, lack of future employment opportunities due to business closures, and 

vacant shops in town. One participant noted: 

 
I'm more concerned now. When I first came here, I didn't worry too much. The population 
has changed. No one's got money like they used to. (Community Participant 77) 
 

The loss of a thriving wool industry and loss of rail freight were addressed by multiple participants. 

The downturn in the economy was further attributed to droughts and floods that in turn have 

affected other industries, along with minimal economic diversification. The gradual decline of the 

population was also a significant concern, identified as part of a cycle leading to further job losses, 

particularly in agriculture, and business closures. 

Community participants also identified that the social milieu had declined over time, with 

responses including “people now only think about themselves. Years ago, if someone wanted to do 

something everyone got together and did it” (Community Participant 77), and “many only look to 

their own prosperity and not to the whole area” (Community Participant 88). Additionally, it was 

noted that people had gradually adapted to a nuclear family system rather than a community 

approach: 

 
I feel that the strength of our community has weakened. We seem to have a lot more people 
that only stay living here for a short time, so the loyalty to our community is not the same. 
The pride in our township and what it provides seems to be disappearing. (Community 
Participant 48) 

 
One participant noted a divide in socio-economic circumstances, racism, and the introduction of new 

cultures. 

 
On the other side of the railway is an area of town that is poorer—they call it the Bronx. 
There is a social divide now. There are a lot of people who are still racist to the Aboriginals. 
The Vietnamese have been accepted more. (Community Participant 78) 

 
Other community participants did not identify any significant changes in Charleville, with 

multiple responses of “no,” or” none,” to this question, or as having insufficient knowledge of 

changes through time due to having only moved to the area recently. Two community participants 

commented on the positive changes in the social milieu they had witnessed over time, with one 

referring to a recent town hall meeting indicating renewed interest in the future of Charleville 

(Community Participant 82). 
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Participants from business and regional development recognised the gradual decline of the 

town over time, however, also identified positive views of changes in the social milieu. Comments 

included that the community was “shrinking and declining” but that “the people capital was still 

wonderful” (Consultant and Director, Mulga Solutions), and “what a great place this is! And that’s 

never changed... the fabric of the town is still helpful, friendly” (Manager, Cosmos Centre). 

Participants from the governance group expressed strong positive views, identifying growth 

and development, improved infrastructure for flooding, and improved facilities in the town. Facilities 

such as the swimming pool, racecourse, a new community gym were discussed, and a new dental 

clinic was highlighted. Mitigation infrastructure to overcome flooding was also discussed. Moreover, 

governance participants also noted an increase in the town’s investment, including private 

investment in housing. A new sense of multiculturism was also discussed by the CEO of Murweh 

Shire Council as a significant improvement to the social milieu, explaining “the goat works brought 

20 Vietnamese families here. They're terrific families and fitted in really well” (CEO, Murweh Shire 

Council). 

 

DISCUSSION 

When asked how perceptions of the community had changed over time, responses were mixed, with 

a large number of themes generated (refer to table 11). Negative experiences of changes to the 

economy were discussed by community and governance participants in term of job losses and job 

insecurity, lack of future employment opportunities due to business closures, and vacant shops in 

town. Negative views of changes in the social milieu in Charleville were discussed by community 

participants in terms of changing community attitudes, a reduced level of community cohesion, and 

a rise in crime rates. Participants across the three groups identified the decline of the town through 

time, particularly in terms of a declining population, and the loss of services. Conversely, positive 

views of changes in the social milieu were identified by several participants across the three groups, 

with positive opinions towards new multiculturalism, and identification of increased social capital 

over time. A significant group of community participants identified limited or no change to the 

community through time. Others identified a lack of knowledge due to insufficient years lived in the 

community. Differences between groups were also demonstrated with governance participants 

identifying growth and development of the region, and highlighting improved facilities including the 

swimming pool, racecourse, gym, and dental clinic. Improved infrastructure for flooding was also 

noted. These responses demonstrate clear differences between how changes to the Charleville 

community over time have been perceived by the three groups.
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Community participants’ responses demonstrated a high level of engagement. Many 

residents were involved in volunteering and fundraising in Charleville, participating in numerous 

volunteer activities with the State Emergency Services (SES), committees, local clubs, local schools, 

environmental projects, and in raising funds for causes including drought relief. One participant 

commented “we do Anzac Day, set up for the marches—lots of little things we get involved in” 

(Community Participant 78). In addition to volunteering activities, residents also highlighted their 

involvement in clubs and on committees. Many participants mentioned being part of multiple 

committees and their active participation in the community as long term residents. 

Community participants further revealed their participation in community events, with 

multiple responses coded as “attending community events” and “attending fundraisers.” 

Membership in clubs and sports was also a popular answer, with residents playing one or more 

sports to get involved in the community. Other residents showed their involvement in the 

community through supporting local businesses, connecting with neighbours, and extending a 

helping hand when needed, as evidenced by the comment, “Helping out farmers when needed” 

(Community Participant 54). Several participants highlighted their involvement in the community as 

part of their employment. For example, one of the participants said, “My job is in community 

service” (Community Participant 85).  

Only two participants cited a current lack of involvement, due to a lack of time; however, 

one answer also revealed the participant’s enthusiasm in doing more in the future:   

 
I have not done enough of this! The local bowls club is something I'm keen to get involved in, 
the police interagency group is also on my agenda to do. (Community Participant 58) 

 
Responses from the business and governance participants also indicated a high level of 

volunteering despite extremely busy schedules. One participant held positions on four different 

committees in various positions of president, director, and deputy chair (Consultant and Director, 

Mulga Solutions). Another discussed participating on multiple committees while working extremely 

long hours (Manager, Cosmos Centre). 

Participants from the governance group worked with the community daily within their 

position as councillors or employees of Murweh Shire Council. Additionally, participants cited 

positions in the SES, RSL Club, Lions Club, and neighbourhood centre. Responses also indicated some 

of the difficulties in maintaining and building numbers of volunteers and club members in a town 

with a small population: 

 
I am a life member of Apex, which has now folded in town, and I’m very keen on Lions and 
Rotary but Rotary I think only has about four members. The sporting clubs are good. I know 
Lions have had a couple of meetings to try and get going again. Rotary are down to the last 
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four members or similar... it seems to have changed. I don’t know why. (Councillor and 
Mayor, Murweh Shire Council) 

 
Well, we have about forty [volunteers?] on our books. Of those forty, there are probably 
twelve, maybe fifteen that are extremely active in our SES group. I’ve struggled to get the 
numbers up. I’d like to have twenty or thirty active members here. The big problem in these 
small communities is that you’re competing with every other organisation in the town, your 
sporting groups and all your different groups, and it’s always the same people that are on the 
committees. (Engineering Technical Officer, SES and Disaster Management, Murweh Shire 
Council) 

 
DISCUSSION 

Participants across all groups provided valuable insights when asked how they involve themselves in 

the community. Participants demonstrated an extremely high level of engagement, with all but two 

of the sixty-seven responses discussing their involvement in the local community (refer to table 12). 

Involvement in volunteering and fundraising received the most coded responses, followed by 

involvement in committees and groups, attending community events, involvement and 

memberships in clubs and sports, and caring for the elderly and neighbours. Many participants held 

positions on multiple committee’s and boards and volunteered for multiple community activities. A 

group of participants also identified involvement with the community as inherent to their 

employment. Despite the high level of community participation, the difficulties of maintaining 

numbers in volunteer positions were outlined, due to a large number of clubs, groups, and 

committees, and the small population of Charleville, with volunteer fatigue a growing concern.
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Due to my current work commitments, I am unable to be involved as much as I would like. 
That may change in the future. (Community Participant 82) 
 

Another participant expressed feelings of frustration and a lack of progress in community decision-

making processes to date: 

 
I have become involved in clubs for this purpose but feel at this stage we are achieving very 
little. Government funding is badly required to achieve a lot of things. (Community 
Participant 48) 

 
Conversely, close to an equal number of participants expressed a strong willingness to be 

more involved in decision-making processes. Participants were willing to take on new roles, with 

responses including “Yes. The last couple of years I've thought about maybe having more of a voice 

on the council—maybe a council role” (Community Participant 77). There was also clear enthusiasm 

to support the town, with responses such as, “yes. I don't want to see our town die. I love living here 

and so do many others. We will never stop [trying] to improve our town” (Community Participant 

72). Some participants put forward approaches to involve more people in future decision making: 

 
I don't know whether there could be some form of workshopping so that there are focus 
groups within the communities that are struggling, that may be able to just brainstorm and 
throw some ideas around and formulate some sort of plan that may take us through and out 
the other side towards a better future for our communities. (Community Participant 88)  
 
Yes—maybe a body of community members could meet say once a month to work on 
projects that aid the community's longevity. (Community Participant 86) 
 

DISCUSSION 

Responses to this question were divided. Some community participants demonstrated minimal or no 

interest in political agency, or future decision-making processes, whilst others showed a keen 

interest and positive attitudes towards contributing to the future of the town (refer to table 13). Just 

over half of responding participants acknowledged a lack of interest and/or lack of time for 

involvement in future decision making, Of these, some did not elaborate on their reasoning for not 

wanting to be involved, whilst others cited being too old, time-poor, or frustrated with decision-

making processes to date. Contrariwise, just under half of the responses expressed a desire to be 

more involved in decision-making processes. Many participants expressed willingness to take on 

new roles and a strong level of enthusiasm to support, improve, and facilitate the growth of the 

town into the future. This included looking to be more involved in public consultation processes, 

decision making, holding positions on boards or panels, or becoming involved with the local council. 
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local independent Facebook site “Charleville Out and About” was also highlighted by the Economic 

Development Officer as important in facilitating information sharing in and around the community. 

Additionally, informal face-to-face conversations were identified as one of the most successful ways 

to engage with people and to gain feedback in the small community:  

 
…all the Councilors here, if you want to see them, you know where they live, you knock on 
their door. You can't get better access. If I was in the city, and having a meeting, I'd be writing 
a report with results and handing it and hoping someone's going to read along the lines. 
(CEO, Murweh Shire Council)  

 
Responses further highlighted educational workshops and information stands as tools to 

keep the community informed and engaged. Formal public consultation processes to engage with 

the community in the decision-making process were also outlined whereby “if there is a big decision 

that needs to be made, there’ll be a really full-on consultation process” (Engineering Technical 

Officer, SES and Disaster Management, Murweh Shire Council). This was also the case with town 

planning, with a community plan, informed through a community consultation process, in place to 

guide decision-making processes (Disaster Management Co-ordinator, Director of Corporate 

Services, Murweh Shire Council). 

A business and regional development participant further noted that opportunities to be 

involved in decision making processes were readily available in the community: 

 
I believe there's adequate, ample, huge opportunity for anyone in this community who wants 
to step up and be involved in decisions, it's just a matter of if you want to be part of it, you 
can, you got to believe in yourself and step up and do it. (Consultant and Director, Mulga 
Solutions) 
 

DISCUSSION 

Engaging community through media, radio, advertising, mailouts, and social media, were identified 

by business and regional development, and governance participants as regularly utilised platforms 

for information sharing. These were further recognised as important to disseminate news for people 

living further afield on rural properties (refer to table 14). Informal conversation was also 

highlighted as a successful method in which to engage with the community, enabled by a small and 

close-knit population. Engagement with community and industry groups, educational workshops, 

and information stands at events were also considered important in ensuring continued 

conversation. Formal public consultation processes to engage with the community in “big” decisions 

such as issues of town planning were also discussed, although details of community participatory 

making processes were not outlined. 
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Climate Conditions,” and “Recognition of Educational Opportunity,” were generated from the 

primary data gathered across the three participant groups from Mackay.      

The lifestyle in Mackay was highly valued by community participants. Multiple respondents 

voiced appreciation for the “convenience” and “minimal travel time” they experienced, while others 

appreciated the “quiet,” “relaxed,” and “easy,” lifestyle. There were multiple responses regarding 

the region’s “ample services,” including facilities such as gyms, a swimming pool, and gymnastics. 

Activities such as fishing and abundant outdoor activities were also highlighted. The natural 

environment was also appreciated, with multiple coded responses reflecting residents’ enjoyment of 

the “open spaces,” “coastal proximity,” “beautiful beaches,” “the Great Barrier Reef,” and 

“Whitsunday Islands.” Multiple participants also noted the “great weather,” “mild winters,” and 

“good climate” of the region.  

Many participants appreciated community and social capital, revealing through their 

answers that being “close to family,” and maintaining “family ties,” were primary reasons to remain 

in the region. Several participants noted the area was “good for raising children.” Community 

participants further highlighted “friendly people,” “close-knit community,” “good community,” and 

“involvement in community” as benefits of living in Mackay. 

 A group of community participants expressed positive outlooks on the local economy, with 

their answers highlighting “employment opportunities,” and “tourism opportunities.”  

Participants from the business and regional development group indicated favourable 

outlooks on the economy, highlighting the mining, tourism, sugar, and beef industries. One 

participant noted:  

 
Because of that matrix of economies, our average income's been healthy over the years 
relative to other areas. We've got regional town lifestyle benefits with better than capital city 
average incomes. (Treasurer, Mackay Regional Chamber Commerce) 

 
Respondents also valued social capital, with responses including: 

 
I like the friendliness, the ability to get involved in the local community. There's more 
potential for that I've found living in a regional area than there is in a major city. (General 
Manager, Tourism Mackay) 

 
Similarly, to the community group, these participants further highlighted the region’s beaches and 

natural environment. Lifestyle was also a factor in choosing to live in the region, with “abundant 

activities,” “minimal travel time,” “convenience,” and “ample services,” noted. The region’s tropical 

climate and outdoors lifestyle was also favoured. 

Governance participants also enjoyed the local lifestyle, noting the benefits of 

multiple facilities, easy access to Brisbane, proximity to beaches, the Great Barrier Reef, and 
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rainforests. Favourable outlooks on the economy were further highlighted by the group, 

with the mining, industry services, tourism, beef, and sugar industries recognised: 

 
Well, it's certainly an impressive area. We've got quite big over the last few years with [the] 
mining boom in the hinterland there and we've got the two biggest coal exporting ports in 
Australia and the Southern Hemisphere down here at Hay Point and Dalrymple Bay. There 
are ample employment opportunities. We've obviously seen a slight downturn in the mining 
industry at this stage…miners outside get it there. They get very good money, but there's 
been a good spin-off to the people in the city as well. (Deputy Mayor and Roads and 
Drainage, Mackay Regional Council) 
 

Educational opportunities were also noted by several governance participants, with comments 

including “we have got so much ... two university campuses … educationally it’s very, very good” 

(Planning and Development, Mackay Regional Council).  

 

DISCUSSION 

Responses across all groups discussed multiple positive benefits of living in Mackay, with six themes 

generated. The largest number of coded responses across groups referred to positive experiences of 

local lifestyle (refer to table 15). Benefits discussed included the small population, the relaxed and 

quiet lifestyle, the convenience and minimal travel time, and appreciation for local services and the 

facilities provided. The theme, appreciation of the natural environment, accounted for the second-

largest number of coded responses across all three groups, with easy access to beaches, the Great 

Barrier Reef, the Whitsunday Islands, and rainforests. A significant number of participants across the 

groups further expressed sentiments valuing community and social capital. Insights from 

participants reflected upon a strong sense of family connection with multiple participants noting 

ongoing ties to the region.  A friendly community and a positive and safe environment for children 

was further highlighted by participants. Responses across all groups also outlined favourable 

outlooks on the local economy, with employment, mining, tourism, and agricultural opportunities, 

recognised as important. Appreciation of the tropical climate conditions was also discussed by a 

large number of participants across all groups. Several participants, particularly from the governance 

group additionally recognised educational opportunities available in the region, specifically in terms 

of tertiary education.  Overall, the high response rate to this question, and the wide distribution of 

coded responses across the themes and groups, indicates a high level of appreciation of living in the 

region from participants, with little indication of contemplation for future change or for leaving 

Mackay. 
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one participant noting concern for “Possible reef damage from port expansions” (Community 

Participant 30).  

Two responses indicated concerns over coastal erosion or flooding, with one participant 

pointing out the need for “better drains for floods (Community Participant 20). Another participant 

noted concern over excessive development, stating “Too much building—wake up Mackay the mining 

boom is over” (Community Participant 2). Responses that fell outside of the primary themes included 

the need to “cull crocodiles in populated areas” (Community Participant 24), and the inability to “swim 

in [the] ocean due to stingers” (Community Participant 31).  

Multiple community participants expressed no concern for the environment, with responses 

including “none” and “nil,” and with a participant commenting “None at all. All clean and green here” 

(Community Participant 3). Several participants expressed clear anti-environmental sentiments, with 

comments including “Environmental issues [are] crippling development and jobs” (Community 

Participant 12) and “Greenies rubbing the bark off trees by hugging them too much” (Community 

Participant 4). 

A single response was recorded regarding environmental concerns from the business and 

regional development group, with the participant discussing the conflict between environmental 

issues and economics, contending “Environmentally, more care could be taken, but a lot of that 

becomes a product of economic factors. If it costs 10 cents or more for a more biodegradable 

container, people aren’t going to go that way, because the market is so tight economically” (Manager, 

Mackay Entertainment Centre Complex). 

As opposed to the other groups, participants from governance were particularly concerned 

about flooding, drainage, and coastal erosion. The drainage issue in the CBD was elaborated in 

detail: 

 
…we are built on the flood plain, so we have flooding problems here and with that, drainage 
is a very, very big, expensive headache for us…. With Cyclone Dylan, about 3 weeks ago we 
had king tides and they coincided with the top of the cyclone coming through. What happens 
on the top of a cyclone, you have a tidal surge… we had 6.5m king tide and then we had a 
700 mm surge on top of that…If the tide is in and it rains heavily, well, the waters can't flow, 
but once the tide drops out the water goes down very quickly.…any drainage system, it 
doesn't matter how big the drainage system is, you can't cope with that…we have floodgates, 
we can block the river off so that it doesn't flood back up the drains. If you have all that rain 
coming down conversely, it can't get out, so it'll flood. that's our big problem... We've 
actually built a levee along both sides of the river. It starts out near the hospital there and 
goes all the way down to the mouth of the river…this levee bank has protected us fairly well. 
(Deputy Mayor and Roads and Drainage, Mackay Regional Council) 

 
Another participant highlighted foreshore erosion:  

 
The fact that we have a lot of foreshore erosion because we are a beachside community. [We 
have] thirty-one beaches in total and that people purchase properties along the beachfront 



 215 

and want their views, cut out all their trees and whinge then when the erosion occurs 
because the trees are gone. (Councillor and Community Development and Libraries, Mackay 
Regional Council) 

 
The negative environmental impact on the Great Barrier Reef was also highlighted, with a 

participant stating, “I look at the pressures on the Great Barrier Reef, the dredging projects that 

have been proposed” (Councillor and Community Development and Libraries, Mackay Regional 

Council). The importance of the environment in terms of overall sustainability was also discussed 

with the former Resilience Project Manager stating, “I do think looking after that environmental side 

of things is fairly important really for the long-term sustainability of an area.”  

 

DISCUSSION 

Three primary themes emerged regarding environmental vulnerabilities from across the three 

groups of participants (refer to table 16). The theme, concerns for environmental degradation, 

accounted for the highest number of responses across groups, with the effects of mining on the 

environment, issues with littering and illegal dumping in the region, and the effects of pollution, all 

identified as vulnerabilities. Apprehension regarding flooding and coastal erosion was identified as a 

further vulnerability, primarily by governance participants. This group expressed concern due to the 

low-lying topography of the city, resulting in inadequate drainage systems and the increased threat 

of flooding. Further, coastal erosion for beachfront suburbs was highlighted as a significant concern 

by the governance group, with the clearing of vegetation and development along the coastline 

adding to vulnerabilities in the future. Community participants, however, expressed only minimal 

concern over flooding issues, with two participants recording responses against this theme. A 

proportion of the community further expressed clear anti-environmental sentiments and disdain for 

environmental activism in the region or dispelled concerns for environmental issues. 

Overall, the response rate to this question from community and business and regional 

development participants was low, potentially indicating a general lack of awareness, or a lack of 

interest, in environmental vulnerabilities in the Mackay region in these groups. Multiple governance 

participants, however, expressed clear concern regarding flooding, coastal erosion, and 

environmental degradation in the region. 
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stated, “It [is] very hot in summer—skin cancer risk increases in Nth QLD” (Community Participant 

31). The risk of cyclones was a further vulnerability recognised by some participants. Two 

respondents mentioned flooding as an issue in Mackay, with one noting the impact on 

infrastructure, stating issues of “access to roads during wet season—cut-off and wear and tear on 

roads in wet season” (Community Participant 5).  

Several community participants expressed apprehension regarding climate change, with one 

concerned with “global warming” (Community Participant 15), and another commenting “Climate 

change freaks me out” (Community Participant 14). Other participants, however, had no concerns 

with issues of climate, with comments including “None. Everything is great here” (Community 

Participant 3) and “Our climate is great. Don't believe we can change it” (Community Participant 27).  

 Participants from business and regional development however expressed significant concerns 

over climate change and its effects on the future of the region: 

 
Climate change I think is one [issue]; the whole tourism industry is looking at climate change 
as an issue. In this area what that means for us is the issues with the reef, the damage to the 
reef could be caused by rising sea temperatures… Another one is storm surge, tidal waves, 
that kind of thing. We've got a lot of properties located on waterways or on the beaches. A 
lot of accommodation operators in particular…Also some of the operators in our rain forest, 
in the national park. They're a little bit more sensitive to it as well, with increasing 
temperatures, once again, the ecosystem will change. (General Manager, Tourism Mackay) 

 
Flooding was also of concern, particularly in relation to population and economic growth, with one 

participant contending: 

 
At a state and federal government and local government level, it's a key consideration in 
managing. If we are going to grow our economy and grow industries here and therefore 
increase our population, carefully considering how and where the population lives in relation 
to that hazard risk is really important.” (Principal Economic Development Officer, Mackay, 
Isaac, Whitsunday Region, Department of State Development)  

 
Cyclones were considered rare occurrences and accepted as part of living in the region. Cyclones 

were not considered as an issue “that has retarded our prosperity to any great extent... I don't think 

it's a reason why people wouldn't do business here or live here for those reasons... It's not talked 

about at all. (Treasurer, Mackay Regional Chamber Commerce) 

Participants from governance discussed concerns over ramifications of climate change as 

largely delegated to the distant future: 

 
I think it's more, "We'll see what happens in 50 years." You don't physically see any concerns 
out there. I don't get emails or phone calls saying, "What's the council going to do about the 
sea level rise? Are we planning ...?" We get none of that hysteria from people. Council does 
look into the future. We do have a twenty-year forward plan, but ... Whilst those things are 
always looked at and always taken into consideration, I don't believe that we are preparing 
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actively for that at this stage. (Councillor and Waste, Health, and Regulatory, Mackay 
Regional Council) 
 
I'm probably not as concerned about that, because I think if there is going to be a sea-level 
rise, we're talking a thousand years away...In a thousand years, anything could happen 
anyway. Could destroy the Pacific Ocean, that's probably something that's happened before, 
thousands of years we don't know. (Councillor and Festivals, Events and Arts, Mackay 
Regional Council)  

 
I think some people might worry a little, but I think they do see it as far away. I think, recent 
things like even this last event now where they actually did see a bit of the storm surge, and 
some of the beaches and that were eroded away, and that sort of thing, and the water came 
higher than it has before. I think that starts sparking things in people's minds…I think that 
they can't really perceive as beyond too real really…in all the resilience and preparedness 
stuff that we did, some people were genuinely concerned—and then you've got some people 
that say, "Ah well, whatever." (former Resilience Project Manager and Multi-Cultural Officer, 
Mackay Regional Council) 
 

However, one participant from governance projected that funding for climate change 

preparedness and mitigation across the whole of Australia was going to be an ongoing 

challenge:   

 
I guess that's something [climate change] that's facing us all is indeed the question of the 
coasts and it's a big island. No local government could ever hope to by using rates fund any 
repairs… I think the feds and the state government are going to have to at some point in 
time, whether it's some levy on every Australian or what, they're going to have to start 
preparing. (Planning and Development, Mackay Regional Council) 

 
Issues of flooding were also recognised as an ongoing vulnerability for Mackay despite the extensive 

river levee bank, with many areas of the city low lying, particularly surrounding the airport precinct, 

South Mackay, and the older parts of North and East Mackay (Deputy Mayor and Roads and 

Drainage, Mackay Regional Council). Recognition of the potential inadequacies of the current Q100 

(1% chance of occurrence) flood level assessment embedded in the planning scheme, in the face of a 

far more significant flooding event, was also discussed (Planning and Development, Mackay Regional 

Council). 

 

DISCUSSION 

Disparities between the three groups of participants became evident in the generation of themes for 

this question (refer to table 17). The theme, apprehension regarding climate change, received the 

highest number of responses, with these distributed amongst the business and regional 

development and governance group, and a small number of responses from community coded. 

Responses for the theme, apprehension regarding flooding, were recorded across the business and 

regional development and governance groups, with only two responses from within the community 

group. Issues of climate change and flooding were recognised as systemic and in need of addressing 
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by governance participants, though a sense of urgency was not evident in the discussions. However, 

there was recognition that Mackay being prone to flooding placed continued pressure on the 

economic growth and development in the region. Participants across the three groups further 

acknowledged ongoing concerns regarding the occurrence of cyclones in the region. 

Whilst community participants expressed concern regarding high temperatures and 

temperature extremes, with the highest number of community responses falling into this theme, 

this was not associated in any significant way with climate change. Further, a group of community 

participants (and a single participant from governance) expressed clear climate change denial 

sentiments, or as having no concerns regarding change. Overall, responses from business and 

regional development and governance participants reflected a strong level of awareness of climate-

related vulnerabilities of the region. Community responses primarily acknowledged high 

temperatures, however, links were generally not made with climate change, and climate change 

denial sentiments were also brought to light.  
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Drug and alcohol abuse was the primary social concern addressed for community 

participants, with the largest number of responses coded. Multiple participants discussed “drug 

use,” “ice” and “alcohol use,” with one participant explaining the “Nightlife in the CBD can be unsafe 

from intoxicated people spoiling nights out” (Community Participant 4). Another participant 

contended, “Dole payments should be in way of vouchers, so children are fed, and money is not 

spent on drugs, alcohol, and smokes” (Community Participant 24).  

Concerns for family welfare were also raised, acknowledging housing shortages, domestic 

violence, and difficulties faced by fly-in-fly-out (FIFO) families. Changes in employment were seen as 

factors leading to disruption in family lives, including FIFO and drive-in-drive-out (DIDO) work. 

Observations included, “FIFO or drive-in-drive-out employment at the mines [is] weakening family 

and social structures, especially when added to extended rosters and long shift times” (Community 

Participant 30). One participant stated this was “Related to economics. Higher domestic violence 

with loss of mining jobs but higher house prices and cost of living from boom time” (Community 

Participant 29). Another participant agreed, stating “Loss of jobs has resulted in increased domestic 

problems, [and] marital discord” (Community Participant 31).  

Several community participants discussed a lack of social events in the town, the high cost of 

existing social activities, and a lack of activities for younger generations. Conversely, a group of 

participants identified strong cultural events in the region and dispelled concerns regarding social 

vulnerabilities in Mackay. 

Business and regional development participants expressed mixed responses relating to social 

issues. Drug and alcohol abuse was recognised, with lack of safety in the town highlighted:  

 
In recent years we've had problems I think with an imbalance in the workforce where you've 
got a lot of young males on very big incomes. That has caused problems in the city heart. It's 
probably induced a sort of sophisticated drug use in that area as well. That is a problem...in 
terms of socialising in the city heart, come past 10 or 11 o'clock it becomes a threatening 
place to be...That's a weakness or something that makes the place less attractive to live in. 
(Treasurer, Mackay Regional Chamber Commerce) 

 
Issues with access to services, public transport, and social inequality were also raised. Contrariwise, to 

these concerns, the success of the city’s extensive arts and convention precinct and associated 

events was highlighted (Manager, Mackay Entertainment Centre Complex) 

A small group of responses was recorded from governance participants, who were primarily 

concerned with family and community welfare, with a high suicide rate raised by one participant. 

Concerns for the welfare of the FIFO workforce and their families were also raised: 

 
From the broader perspective, I think, socially, the mines had a massive social impact on 
Mackay because of the fly in/fly out or people working on shift rosters. Often you had 
women here with children and then men away and the social fabric was quite affected. The 
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people working in the mines earned large sums of money more so than the general 
community and you had a very big almost divide in set up, and people used that money up 
and not always in the best sense way. (former Resilience Project Manager and Multi-Cultural 
Officer, Mackay Regional Council) 

 

DISCUSSION 

Numerous social vulnerabilities were identified by participants from Mackay. Concern regarding 

drug and alcohol abuse was discussed in detail, particularly by the community group, with attention 

drawn to relationships between substance abuse and violence (refer to table 18). Concerns for 

family welfare were also expressed by community and governance participants, with housing 

shortages, domestic violence, and difficulties faced by fly-in-fly-out (FIFO) families acknowledged. 

Governance participants were primarily concerned with issues relating to this theme, with a high 

rate of suicide rate noted by one participant. Community participants also noted dissatisfaction with 

a lack of affordable social activities, and events not suited for younger generations. 

Conversely, there were positive viewpoints expressed of the social milieu, relating to strong 

social connections in the town and cultural events, extending upon the insights gained from 

Question 1. As a whole, participants across the three groups provided corresponding responses to 

the question, identifying a range of social vulnerabilities with drug and alcohol abuse of primary 

concern, and demonstrating a strong level of awareness of these issues.
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no Concerns Regarding Economy,” were generated from the primary data gathered across the three 

participant groups from Mackay.  

Job shortages and unemployment were the greatest economic concerns for community 

participants. Commonly coded responses included “loss of jobs,” “high unemployment,” “job 

shortages,” and “slow labour market.” Community participants also expressed apprehension over 

the downturn in the mining industry leading to economic decline, with one participant explaining 

the “Population is very dependent on the mining industry, resulting in effects in the local economy” 

(Community Participant 10). Another participant pointed out the issues with an economy reliant 

upon the mining industry, where it becomes an “Unsustainable economy with mining money coming 

into town. It adds to a false economy where prices and wages are overinflated” (Community 

Participant 30). Additionally, it was pointed out that mines are not employing locals, with one 

participant commenting, “mines employing non-local staff is detrimental to the economic growth of 

Mackay” (Community Participant 23).  

Some participants cited the high cost of living as an economic vulnerability, mainly related to the 

mining boom, with comments including “Overinflated house prices and cost of living due to mining 

boom” (Community Participant 6). Rates were also considered expensive, with one participant 

explaining, “Local council are advertising $14 million owing in rates at present. Rates in Mackay are 

nearly twice as much as rates on Sunshine Coast” (Community Participant 23). 

Conversely, several community participants expressed no concern over economic issues, with 

one noting “This area is doing well due to minerals, cattle and cane resources” (Community 

Participant 4). 

Business and regional development participants were also concerned about the downturn in 

mining and the requirement to investigate diversification in the future. Participants explained: 

 
We're trying to get other forms of business tourism, conferences and conventions and small 
meetings and exhibitions and things like that. Also trying to increase our visiting friends and 
relatives in our leisure market to compensate for that slowing of the resources sector. 
(General Manager, Tourism Mackay) 

 
The lack of diversification in Mackay, I see, is a real weakness. Mackay as a city rode on the 
back of sugar, historically, then, it rode off the back of mining. It's got such potential for 
amazing diversification of its economy, but that's only just starting to emerge... Things like 
defence —mining and defence have some amazing synergies—technology, diversification of 
agriculture. All those things are just starting to happen. (Manager, Mackay Entertainment 
Centre Complex) 

 
Responses from governance participants were distributed across all themes, with the 

primary concern the heavy reliance upon the mining industry: 
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In the last ten years, I would say mining has become the major aspect, not only of the 
workforce side, but also a lot of businesses are 100% reliant on the mining side, and the 
mining's had a downturn in the last twelve months. That has put quite a few businesses out 
of business in the local area because they were almost 100% reliant on mining contracts. 
When they dry up, they don't have the fallback position of running to the sugar mills or 
working with the beef cattle industry, so they weren't geared up to do that, they were 
geared up purely for mining. (Councillor and Waste, Health and Regulatory, Mackay Regional 
Council) 

 
The lack of tourism was labelled an economic issue for the future of Mackay; for example, “there’s 

not enough tourism, or it seems to be non-existent, you know there’s no tourists walking around the 

CBD” (Project Manager CBD Revitalisation and Engineering and Commercial Infrastructure, Mackay 

Regional Council), and “I'm glad we're looking at different alternatives, I'd like to see you have 

tourism develop more” (Councillor and Festivals, Events and Arts, Mackay Regional Council).  

Another concern for participants from governance was the sugar industry, with a participant 

noting “The sugar industry is probably at a stagnant point at the moment. Expansion is difficult 

because you really become landlocked, and city encroachment is taking away some of our sugar 

cane areas” (Councillor and Waste, Health and Regulatory, Mackay Regional Council). One 

participant, however, pointed out that the economy in Mackay had always been cyclical:  

 
I see it as just a cycle. I was here in the mid-1980s, and mining went through another slow 
down period then. We're at that stage again now, I think it's going to come back, slowly. 
(Councillor and Festivals, Events and Arts, Mackay Regional Council)  

 

DISCUSSION 

Six themes relating to economic vulnerabilities developed from the data gathered across all 

participant groups (refer to table 19). The largest number of coded responses expressed 

apprehension regarding job shortages and unemployment. Apprehension regarding economic 

downturn due to overreliance upon the mining and resource sector was also noted as a significant 

concern across all three groups, and in particular, the governance group. The high cost of living was 

a further issue discussed for community and governance participants, primarily related to the mining 

boom, and subsequent downturn, with over-investment in devalued properties a significant 

concern. Recognition of the need for economic diversification was discussed across the groups, 

coupled with the need to balance environmental and social concerns with economic growth. 

Additional moves to strengthen the tourism industry were also discussed. Several participants across 

the groups further recognised a downturn in rural industries, particularly in relation to the stagnant 

sugar industry. 

Conversely, a group of participants expressed a more positive economic outlook, dispelling 

concerns over the economy due to the region’s sugar cane and beef industries that were perceived 

as steadfast compared to mining. Across all groups, participants expressed similar concerns and 
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demonstrated strong awareness of issues pertaining to economic vulnerabilities of the Mackay 

region, particularly regarding flow-on effects of downturns in the mining sector. Governance and 

business and regional development participants further clarified diversification as necessary moving 

forward to secure a viable economic future. 
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The primary concern for community participants relating to policy/ governance was 

identified as inadequate infrastructure and maintenance. Residents expressed their dissatisfaction 

with roads, lack of maintenance of parks and reserves, and lack of water storage and dams. 

Participants also expressed the need for better sporting facilities. One participant commented on 

the poor maintenance of infrastructure: “Money raised in taxes on mining royalties are not put back 

into roads and towns on a fair basis” (Community Participant 30).  

 

Participants also expressed dissatisfaction with state and federal government support and 

funding, with a participant contending that Mackay is “Overlooked by government because we are 

not in the South East area” (Community Participant 12). A similar response was given by another 

participant: “Centralised government in Brisbane is not responsive to local needs” (Community 

Participant 29). Further, several participants noted dissatisfaction with the local council, which was 

labelled as “badly run,” with high rates and perceptions of poor management highlighted.  

Several community participants mentioned having no concerns with governance, while 

others expressed a lack of any interest or concerns in the governance of Mackay. One participant 

responded, “I don’t get involved” (Community Participant 26), while another was “not interested” 

(Community Participant 14).  

Three business and regional development participants responded to the question, with a 

lack of funding and inadequate maintenance highlighted. An example of inadequate state 

government funding for an essential bridge to the Port of Mackay that has fallen into disrepair was 

highlighted:  

   
I think, from a policy point of view—and this has always been our struggle here—that we 
produce an enormous amount of the economy of Queensland, but we seem to be, from time 
to time, forgotten when it comes to basic, little on improvement. (Treasurer, Mackay 
Regional Chamber Commerce) 
 
Three responses were recorded from governance participants, with one expressing concerns 

regarding inadequate funding for infrastructure at a state level and federal, particularly regarding 

the Bruce Highway (Planning and Development, Mackay Regional Council). Another participant 

expressed concern over funding at the local level: 

 
I think that what we are providing is what the community’s needs are, but certainly, the level 
to which we can provide is governed by how much money we have...Our community is 
struggling with a lot of the dynamics of how the council is and how the council is run 
ultimately over the whole cost of rates. (Councillor and Community Development and 
Libraries, Mackay Regional Council) 
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DISCUSSION 

When asked to consider issues of policy and governance, participants from community focused upon 

concern for inadequate maintenance and infrastructure (refer to table 20). Residents across groups 

expressed their dissatisfaction with roads, lack of mobile phone service, lack of maintenance of 

parks and reserves, inadequate street planting and gardens, and lack of water storage and dams. 

Participants also discussed the need for better sporting facilities. Dissatisfaction with state and 

federal government funding was highlighted, along with perceptions from the community of being 

overlooked for funding in favour of more populated South-East Queensland. Dissatisfaction with 

support and understanding of regional concerns was also highlighted with participants across 

groups. Community participants in particular discussed a perceived lack of interest and 

understanding of local issues from city-based federal and state governments. A group of community 

participants also voiced dissatisfaction with the local council, which they claimed was “badly run,” 

with council rates high compared to other regions. Conversely, several community participants 

demonstrated a lack of interest and a lack of involvement in issues of governance. 
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“Positive Attitudes Towards Government Efforts to Address Vulnerabilities,” were generated from the 

primary data gathered across the three participant groups from Mackay.  

Community participants expressed general dissatisfaction with efforts to address current 

vulnerabilities, answering “no,” “not really,” and “not enough” to the question, with little 

elaboration. One participant noted, “not much can be done with the current mindset of society” 

(Community Participant 34). There was also a general dissatisfaction with the lack of regional 

support and funding to reduce vulnerabilities. Comments included, “Things are done very slowly 

here as most of our money goes to the capital cities” (Community Participant 4), and “state 

government has put forth the effort to assist children within the academic environment, yet lower 

priority is given due to lower numbers. This applies to health issues also” (Community Participant 5). 

A  group of community participants acknowledged the efforts from the community to address 

vulnerabilities. Residents believed that the community is making the efforts through volunteering. 

For example, one of the participants commented, “community willingly puts together resources to 

provide assistance when needed” (Community Participant 5). Additionally, residents acknowledged 

“There are volunteer groups for the environment and also community groups for climate issues. i.e., 

SES” (Community Participant 11).  

Other community responses were coded as “unaware”, “not sure” or “unknown.” This may 

indicate either a lack of knowledge or negative attitudes towards the concerns and efforts to reduce 

vulnerabilities. One example includes “there is a lot of talk about the above issues—I'm unclear if 

there is action being taken” (Community Participant 28). 

Participants from business and regional development highlighted specific industries that are 

working towards projects to scaffold vulnerabilities. Smartcane, a group formed to educate and 

support cane growers regarding sustainable practices was discussed:  

 
They've just recently instituted a best management practice called Smartcane…there's a 
training program in place to help them become more environmentally aware and subscribe 
to certain environmental practices. That's been initiated in this Region by Canegrowers 
Mackay (Project Officer, Mackay Regional Economic Development Corporation) 
 

The General Manager of Tourism Mackay also outlined plans to overcome economic vulnerability 

moving forward through diversification:  

 
If it's a tourism conference it might be something like sustainable tourism, environmental 
tourism, or social media...For mining, it might be mining sustainability or environmental 
mining workshops and training… carving out those niche markets that in Queensland at the 
moment no one else is targeting those specific areas. (General Manager, Tourism Mackay) 

 
It was further identified that there have been discussions to tackle unemployment and 

economic issues at an implementation level, but without concrete action taking place to 
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date. (Principal Economic Development Officer, Mackay, Isaac, Whitsunday Region, 

Department of State Development) 

Governance responses to addressing vulnerabilities were mixed. Dissatisfaction with state 

federal and state government funding was evident, with several responses outlining projects in need 

of significant funding. Improved flood mapping was an area of improvement highlighted by one 

participant. There was also recognition that work needed to be undertaken in terms of 

strengthening social resilience in Mackay: 

 
I think things like the social issues… I don't think that they are really being that well 
addressed. I think some people didn't know how to deal with them really. Some of the NGOs 
are aware of it and they think that it's hard to pinpoint. A lot of them, I suppose you'd call 
them wicked problems, but that's where I think that looking at resilience from a broader 
point of view…All groups, all places are very stretched whether they government these days 
because of lack of funding or NGOs…If wanted to meet on bigger, broader problems, I guess, 
it's difficult because everyone's really time poor and funding is limited as well. I suppose, it's 
nice to talk about in the theoretical sense but it's often about the practical. (former 
Resilience Project Manager and Multi-Cultural Officer, Mackay Regional Council)  

 

DISCUSSION 

The theme, general dissatisfaction with addressing vulnerabilities, accounted for the largest number 

of responses from community participants in Mackay (refer to table 21). Multiple participants 

provided minimal clarification by responding “no,” indicating a general lack of information or 

knowledge of resilience-strengthening projects being undertaken and processes in place. 

Governance participants with coded responses in this group acknowledged the need for improved 

flood mapping, and for working on issues of social vulnerability. Participants across groups further 

expressed dissatisfaction with a lack of regional funding to address vulnerabilities. Responses 

focused on infrastructure projects requiring immediate funding, and a lack of support from the state 

and federal governments, perceived as funnelling money into capital cities and away from regions. 

Bureaucracy and a lack of alignment between levels of governance were also highlighted by 

community participants, whilst others expressed a lack of awareness of what was being done to 

address vulnerabilities in the region.  

Conversely, a group of participants from the community and business and regional 

development groups, acknowledged efforts from the community to address vulnerabilities through 

volunteering and community activities, though this was not acknowledged by governance 

participants. Business and regional development participants highlighted projects being undertaken 

by specific industries, including the cane industry in working on issues of environmental 

management. Only one community participant acknowledged governance efforts to address 

vulnerabilities, whereas several responses from the business and regional development and 



 233 

governance groups discussed efforts of local and state government. Whilst responses were mixed, 

most community participants answered negatively, indicating dissatisfaction with, or a lack of 

knowledge of, existing resilience strengthening processes in place. 
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Responses from community participants were allocated broadly across multiple themes. 

Participants recognised the need to increase employment opportunities, especially for people in the 

mining sector, with common responses of “jobs” and “more local jobs.” One participant felt the 

need for government initiative in this regard, suggesting the “government [should] provide 

incentives for mining companies to support and foster living locally” (Community Participant 6). 

Another commented, “Mining companies stop putting off workers and contracting” (Community 

Participant 12). The need for economic diversification was also identified, with insights including 

“everyone seemed to think the mining boom would last forever which was unrealistic. People are 

miserable because they overcommitted to debts thinking they'd have a great income from mines 

forever” (Community Participant 14). Community participants made further suggestions to “Invest in 

new industries and stop relying on mining and sugar cane” (Community Participant 18) and to build 

“More diversity of economic base” (Community Participant 29). 

Community participants further suggested improved leadership was needed, with responses 

including “Have leaders that lead by example” (Community Participant 25). A better allocation of 

resources from the government was also suggested, as well as an improved “overall attitude 

towards allocation of resources” (Community Participant 5). Improving roads and transportation was 

also suggested, particularly upgrades to the Bruce Highway (Community Participant 3).  

The cost of living was also a point of concern, with responses including the “cost of things 

(food, services) needs to be made affordable for people” (Community Participant 16). Another 

participant also suggested the cost of social activities should be lowered (Community Participant 21). 

Several participants shared their opinions regarding the increase in activities for youths and more 

robust tertiary education. One resident focused on the big picture, calling for a “Global policy 

overhaul to reduce climate change” (Community Participant 34). 

Business and regional development participants primarily put forward suggestions regarding 

the need for economic diversification and increased entrepreneurialism: 

 
I think, long term, to fuel entrepreneurialism that I think is needed to put depth into the 
industries that we've got…I think we've had a tremendous capability in terms of industrial 
design and engineering, can we not be manufacturing equipment here? We have a 
tremendous knowledge bank of mining and all the services that go with that. ...because we 
have the skill-base and the equipment. That's what I mean by depth. Not necessarily looking 
for more industries but looking at what we've got here and leveraging off that to a greater 
extent. (Treasurer, Mackay Regional Chamber Commerce) 

 
REDC has recognised that the key technologies are possibly an area where the skills from the 
mining industry can be generalised to support the mining construction boom. Mackay 
developed a huge number of engineering businesses that have started up. Those skills can be 
generalized into clean technologies. A lot of the bigger companies have started to look at 
that space to see whether they can innovate in that area and be sustainable and diversify 
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their income. We have initiated a Cleantech Alliance which is a networking forum. (Project 
Officer, Mackay Regional Economic Development Corporation) 

 
A further suggestion regarding environmental and climatic vulnerabilities included the consideration 

of a buy-back scheme for high-risk land vulnerable to flooding and storm surge (Principal Economic 

Development Officer, Mackay, Isaac, Whitsunday Region, Department of State Development). Strong 

levels of employment and a more robust tertiary education system were also recognised as key to 

reducing vulnerabilities.  

One answer was recorded from the governance group, suggesting new thinking in business 

was needed to utilise existing skills and equipment in exploring possibilities outside of their current 

business models (Councilor and Waste, Health and Regulatory, Mackay Regional Council). 

 

DISCUSSION 

When prompted to consider what could be done to reduce these vulnerabilities, the community 

group was highly concerned about the state of the local economy and job prospects into the future, 

particularly in the mining sector (refer to table 22). Recognising the need to increase employment 

opportunities, including through government incentives was acknowledged by the community and 

business and regional development groups. Participants across all groups further identified the need 

for economic diversification. Business and regional development participants focused upon the need 

for diversification and expressed concerns over a changing climate. Insightful suggestions were put 

forward as to moving towards new technologies in sustainable energy and related industries, 

leveraging off the existing knowledge and skills base of the sizeable industry that has developed 

around mining services. An additional suggestion from governance, not aligned with the themes 

generated, was to consider buy-back schemes of land in low lying areas, prone to flooding and 

coastal erosion.  

Community participants further identified a requirement for improved governance and the 

elimination of bureaucracy, along with the necessity for improved infrastructure and planning. 

Reducing costs of living was also suggested by community participants, along with increasing 

affordable activities in the region, particularly for youths. As a whole, participants across the groups 

demonstrated a solid level of understanding of the challenges faced moving forward and put 

forward a broad range of suggestions as to potential strategies to reduce these vulnerabilities. 
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“Apprehension Regarding Climate Change,” “Concern for inadequate Maintenance, and 

Infrastructure,” and “Concern for Health, Wellbeing, and Mental Health,” 

were generated from the primary data gathered across the three participant groups from Mackay.  

Community participants voiced concern regarding the loss of jobs and the downturn in the 

economy long-term, with multiple responses recorded, including “unemployment,” “job security,” 

and “unemployment for youths.” Job shortages due to the downturn in the mining industry were 

also highlighted through responses including “Employment opportunities post the mining boom. 

Families relocating to South East QLD for FIFO job opportunities in mining” (Community Participant 

6). Participants also expressed their concerns regarding the economic situation of Mackay in terms 

of loss of businesses and income, and the rising cost of living. Specific comments included “Local 

business sustainability” (Community Participant 28), “Cost of living and how people will cope with 

continuing downturn in industry and hence drop of wages and living standards” (Community 

Participant 30), and “Will the town go forward, or will it go backwards?” (Community Participant 16). 

Problems with current infrastructure and maintenance were long-term concerns for 

community participants also. Residents expressed that poor management and infrastructure would 

cause problems down track. As one participant explained, “infrastructure is not being thought ahead 

for population growth—building roads too small and in the wrong places” (Community Participant 

24). Other residents believed that the resources should be properly allocated, such as “allocation of 

resources continue to be focused on high population areas—including power and communication 

infrastructure” (Community Participant 5). One resident participant expressed apprehension 

regarding the long-term ramifications of climate change, stating “That I won't be able to live here in 

50 years because it will be too hot” (Community Participant 34). 

Business and regional development participants focused their concerns on the local 

economy’s reliance on the coal and mining industry, and on the need for diversification:  

 
If you're forecasting fifty years out, could you be confident that ... With our reliance, as it is, 
on the coal industry and taking into account the climate change debate and how coal just 
doesn't fit into that future and whether or not, through that passage of time, where 
alternative technologies will be developed to replace or substantially replace coal in our 
world... (Treasurer, Mackay Regional Chamber of Commerce) 
 

Further comments included “being able to stimulate the economy in different ways is going to be a 

big issue because mining is not going to be here forever” (Principal Economic Development Officer, 

Mackay, Isaac, Whitsunday Region, Department of State Development). Climate change was also 

identified as a recurring long-term concern for this group.   

Governance representatives expressed concerns across the multiple themes identified. 

Negative outlooks on the economy were noted, with participants commenting on the heavy reliance 
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on the cyclical coal and mining industry. The vulnerability of Mackay to “natural disaster” was also a 

point of concern for the group: 

 
Every year we've had some sort of natural disaster that's created a lot of work for the 
council. It's taken up a lot of resources to do it. (Deputy Mayor and Roads and Drainage, 
Mackay Regional Council).  
 
Our planning scheme, I guess, we're going to have to be very careful how we develop that 
because we are on a coastal plain, how we deal with that in the future... (Planning and 
Development, Mackay Regional Council) 

 
Further concerns over the availability of help and resources for the elderly in the event of disaster 

were raised: 

 
I think about what has concerned me a lot, more on the disaster side of things, is the elders 
that live alone or the people with disabilities. How well prepared are they? Or how well 
would they be assisted in the case of a disaster? (former Resilience Project Manager and 
Multi-Cultural Officer Mackay Regional Council) 

 

DISCUSSION 

When asked to consider long-term concerns for the future, participants from the community and 

governance groups expressed significant negative outlooks on the future of the local economy of 

Mackay (refer to table 23). The high cost of living, lack of income, loss of business and industry, and 

economic fluctuations were points of focus. Apprehension regarding job shortages was identified as 

a primary concern moving forward, specifically concerning the uncertain future of the mining sector. 

Business and regional development representatives recognised the need for economic 

diversification, extending upon suggestions made in response to the previous question (refer to 

insight 4). The need to consider forms of renewable energy and move away from coals was outlined 

by this group. Climate change was noted by participants from the business and regional 

development and governance groups, as a long-term issue in relation to flooding, coastal erosion, 

and town planning. A single community participant also voiced their concerns over the potential 

impacts of climate change. Community participants further identified poor infrastructure and 

planning, and inadequate distribution of funding as a long-term concern. Community and 

governance representatives further recognised concern for health, wellbeing, mental health, and 

substance abuse issues. Additionally, the ability of elderly people and those with disabilities, to cope 

in times of disaster was raised. 

Participants across groups also put forward broad concerns for the future of Mackay, with 

some offering suggestions as to potential opportunities for economic diversity beyond mining. 

Economic concerns accounted for the highest number of responses from participants, indicating a 

sense of uncertainty as to the prosperity of the region post-mining. 
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The majority of community participants understood community resilience as being able to 

cope with, and bounce back, after hardships and disasters. Multiple coded responses included being 

able to withstand adversity and bounce back when needed, with responses such as “bouncing back” 

and “ability to cope” being common. One participant explained resilience as being “how much a 

community can withstand adversity and come back and lift itself up after it has copped a hiding” 

(Community Participant 30). Another understood resilience as “The ability of the community to 

bounce back after hardship or massive change” (Community Participant 17).   

A significant number of participants understood community resilience as community 

cohesion, with one participant stating, “If we work as one community more can be done to ensure 

our community can keep being a terrific place to live” (Community Participant 4). Community 

cohesion was also highlighted to overcome problems such as “how the community bands together 

to come up with solutions to the issues within the region” (Community Participant 18). Another 

participant understood community resilience as the need to “try to accept other cultures into our 

community and standing against those that don’t” (Community Participant 27).  

Several community participants understood resilience as a long-term community process, 

giving responses such as “The ability for our community to be able to maintain lifestyle when there 

are issues going on for community like loss of jobs etc.” (Community Participant 9). Another 

participant highlighted the factors that define community resilience as an embedded process, saying 

that it means “to be able to anticipate risk, limit impact, bounce back, adaptability, and grow” 

(Community Participant 20). Not all participants, however, understood the term, with a group of 

responses coded as “unsure” or “not sure.”  

Participants from business and regional development primarily understood community 

resilience as a long-term process that will prepare and strengthen Mackay for the future. The 

answers also reflected the personal experiences of the residents with the disasters and challenges:  

 
I was thinking about the question today. And when I think of resilience, I think you've used 
the expression in relation to communities, communities that are able to respond to 
challenges and prosper through challenges and change. The degree to which they can do that 
is the measure of resilience. That's how I think of it anyway. (Treasurer, Mackay Regional 
Chamber Commerce) 
 
Participants from the governance group also provided mixed responses across the themes, 

with a focus upon people’s emotional strength, preparedness, and self-sufficiency to cope in difficult 

situations:  

 
When cyclones come around, we're trying to teach people to be resilient so that if you've got 
a cyclone bearing down, the cyclone hits us, that you should be resilient enough to be able to 
survive three to four days by yourself without having to worry about it. (Deputy Mayor and 
Roads and Drainage, Mackay Regional Council) 
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It's about messaging and getting that communication out to them, about what they need to 
do in times of a tragedy or disaster in the Mackay region. How they can protect themselves 
and their family, to be prepared... (Councillor and Community Development and Libraries, 
Mackay Regional Council) 
 
Extending upon this, the former Resilience Project Manager examined community resilience 

as a long-term embedded process, observing: 

 
I think it's about when faced with anything challenging, how can the community work 
together? When I talk community, I talk not just [about] the people but the agencies, the 
businesses, government, the whole of community. How can they best work together to, 
basically, either avoid that from happening again? …How can they, basically, grow from that, 
I suppose? In terms of the strength of the community because I believe that many of those 
challenges that we face can often have a polarising effect on the community, but it can, to 
some extent, strengthen some aspects of the community. (former Resilience Project 
Manager and Multi-Cultural Officer, Mackay Regional Council) 
 

DISCUSSION 

Participants were prompted to discuss their understanding of the term community resilience. 

Understandings of the phrase were varied within and across the three groups (refer to table 24).  

The largest number of responses understood resilience as coping with adversity and recovering from 

hardship or disaster, with responses focusing on bouncing back” and recovery after a significant 

event. Numerous participants across the groups further understood resilience as community 

cohesion and working together. Other participants across the groups, particularly in the business 

and regional development group understood community resilience as a long-term embedded 

community process, working together to build inherent adaptive capacity.   

Conversely, governance participants focused upon the term community resilience in terms 

of the emotional strength and the self-sufficiency of community, and understandings of resilience as 

economic strength. 
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FINDINGS  

Seven themes, “Negative Views of Changes in Social Milieu Through Time,” “Positive Views of 

Changes in Social Milieu Through Time,” “Negative Experiences of Changes to Economy Through 

Time,” “Identifying Growth and Development of Region Through Time,” “Identifying Insufficient 

Knowledge of Changes to Community Through Time,” “Positive Experiences of Changes to Economy 

Through Time,” and “Identifying Limited or No Change to Community Through Time,” were 

generated from the primary data gathered across the three participant groups from Mackay.  

Many community participants expressed negative views of changes to the social milieu over 

time. Participants were concerned that community cohesion had deteriorated, with individuals 

becoming more focused on personal goals. For example, one participant stated, "you tend to see 

more isolation and lack of involvement. There tends to be more focus on self and one’s family” 

(Community Participant 5). Another participant also expressed how the dynamic of the town has 

changed, explaining “Yes. People are leaving as they can't afford to stay. Mackay used to be a family 

town, now it is a mining town” (Community Participant 21). Further comments included “People are 

becoming depressed a lot more and there is a high level of substance abuse” (Community 

Participant 1). A general loss of community spirit was noted across the theme, with comments 

including “People have changed. People are not as welcoming, happy as they were when I was 

younger” (Community Participant 16), and “There is not much community spirit anymore” 

(Community Participant 169).  

The downturn in the economy and job shortages were also concerning for multiple 

community participants. However, one resident identified positives from the mining downturn, 

commenting “since the mining downturn its [sic] better—less big money around but more 

community sense and more creativity” (Community Participant 29).  

Several community participants further identified positive changes to the social milieu, 

stating “People are getting more connected by small group activities” (Community Participant 8). 

Some participants noted limited changes, with one contending “It is the same, it has not altered” 

(Community Participant 2) 

Business and governance participants expressed positive views of change through time, with 

one participant observing, “obviously it's [Mackay’s] grown a lot ... I think there's been enormous 

change in terms of the feel of the town” (Treasurer, Mackay Regional Chamber of Commerce). 

Another participant focused on the change in the mining industry over the years:  

 
The fact that the industrial area has just boomed and the fact that the mining ...The supply 
chain business is the mining sector so that's probably the biggest change for me. (Economic 
Development, Mackay Regional Council)  
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Governance representatives also reflected primarily on positive experiences, particularly 

regarding the social milieu and the development of the region. Insights were provided relating to the 

development of infrastructure, services, and facilities. Reference was also made to the increase in 

the high-rise buildings, and Mackay developing into a regional city: 

 
The size and then the building regulations have changed. When we came here, the tallest 
building was five storeys... Now, you can see there are more high-rises. (former Resilience 
Project Manager and Multi-Cultural Officer, Mackay Regional Council) 

 

DISCUSSION 

When asked how perceptions of the community had changed over time, vastly different experiences 

developed (refer to table 25). Community participants were significantly concerned about negative 

changes within the social milieu, with this theme accounting for the largest number of community 

responses.  Participants were concerned that community cohesion had deteriorated over time, with 

individuals focused on personal goals in lieu of community goals. Substance abuse was also noted as 

a significant point of concern, with an increase in crime highlighted, and a loss of “local” families. 

However, some participants across the groups noted positive changes in people’s attitudes and 

expressed positive opinions towards multiculturalism in the region. The downturn in the economy 

and job shortages were also of primary concerns for community participants, with negative effects 

of big business and mining on local employment and the community as a whole noted.  Several 

community participants further indicated insufficient knowledge of changes to the community 

through time, due to recently moving to the region.  

In contrast, the business and regional development, and governance participants expressed 

primarily positive attitudes across changes in the social milieu, the economy, and in terms of the 

growth and development of the city. Specific reference was made to the increase in the number of 

high-rise buildings, and Mackay developing into a regional city. Several participants also noted the 

positive benefits of the mining boom were also highlighted.
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Community participants demonstrated a high level of involvement in the local community 

through volunteering and fundraising activities. Residents were involved in volunteering at schools, 

for groups including MS Australia, Animal Rescue, and the SES. Residents also supported their 

neighbours and stayed connected to be more involved in the local community, with one participant 

contending, “we work to have a positive supportive relationship with neighbours” (Community 

Participant 5). Multiple responses identified helping the elderly, including volunteering for groups 

such as Meals on Wheels and at nursing homes. One resident discussed taking additional steps to 

spread awareness of the needs of elderly people, noting “as a carer, I attend many functions with 

other carers to improve awareness of options available to elderly people in the community” 

(Community Participant 4). Involvement in the community through attending events and 

involvement in clubs and sports was also identified by many participants. Several participants 

further outlined their involvement in the community through local committees and boards.  

Several community participants identified a lack of involvement with the local community, 

with responses including “keep to myself,” “not very involved,” and “no time.” 

Participants from the business and regional development group were also involved in 

volunteering despite busy schedules. Responses ranged from holding positions in the Chamber of 

Commerce to working in marine rescue and reef protection, to involvement in local chapters of 

various networking groups.  

Participants from governance also discussed involvement and memberships across multiple 

clubs and community-oriented committees as part of their roles as Councillors or working with the 

Council. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Participants across all groups provided insights as to how they involved themselves in the 

community. Participants demonstrated a high level of engagement, with all but six of the seventy 

responses identifying varying methods of community engagement (refer to table 26). Involvement in 

volunteering and fundraising received the highest number of coded responses. This was followed 

closely by involvement in committees and groups and caring for and supporting the elderly and 

neighbours. Attending community events also accounted for multiple coded responses. Participants 

from the business and regional development and governance groups were also involved in multiple 

levels of volunteering activities and community committees and groups, despite busy schedules. Of 

the participants who identified a lack of involvement with the local community, responses varied 

from a preference to not be involved in the community, to busy schedules or a lack of available time. 
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Multiple residents expressed interest in becoming involved in future decision-making 

processes. Interest in the local council and politics was expressed, with one participant stating, “yes. 

Would also like to be on Local Council if I had a chance or thought one person could overcome some 

party politics both from the right and left of government” (Community Participant 30).  

A number of residents, however, felt disempowered regarding future decision-making 

processes, with responses including, “not really. Seems the community here doesn't get a chance to 

be heard” (Community Participant 11). Another resident also expressed similar feelings of negative 

outlooks and disempowerment, stating “No—because it wouldn't help as those in power still do 

what they want to do and don't listen to the wider community” (Community Participant 24). 

Community perceptions were also seen as inconsequential. A participant elaborated, stating “I think 

everyone would, but by the time it comes to asking the public what they think it has already been 

decided” (Community Participant 27).  

 

DISCUSSION 

Responses to this question were mixed. The theme, acknowledging lack of interest and/or lack of 

time for involvement in future decision making, accounted for the largest number of codes 

generated (refer to table 27). Participants cited being time poor or acknowledged frustration with 

decision-making processes to date.  Contrariwise, a significant number of responses expressed a 

desire to be more involved in decision-making processes, including potential involvement with the 

local council. A further group of participants expressed feelings of disempowerment regarding future 

decision making, with participants commenting their voices would not be heard due to a lack of 

interest and acknowledgement from decision-makers towards community ideas and input.
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I'm more hands-on... I can do face to face. I can see you. As the old saying [goes], a picture is 
worth 1,000 words, so you get out there and you see exactly what it is. (Deputy Mayor and 
Roads and Drainage, Mackay Regional Council) 
 
I enjoy talking to people...Oh, everybody, go to the corner store, and say, hey, what's going 
on. How's the week been, what's happening?... So that the decisions I'm making, are still in 
tune with what, because I'm validated by the public, I've got to be in tune with what the 
public is about. (Councillor and Festivals, Events, and Arts, Mackay Regional Council) 
 

Engagement through education workshops and industry groups were also recognised as a 

common strategy to communicate with the community. Social media, advertising on radio, 

websites and mailouts were also acknowledged as appropriate ways to share information 

with the local community and to inform them of upcoming events and workshops. 

Community information events in shopping centres and community clubs were also noted as 

highly successful.  

Face to face meetings with primary stakeholders and formal community consultation 

processes were further undertaken for significant decision-making processes, including revitalising 

the CBD and developing the planning scheme:  

 

We have a community engagement plan. Basically, that outlines all the strategies for the 
different ways we engage with and communicate with the traders. So, there is face to face 
meetings with Primary Stakeholders. (Project Manager CBD Revitalisation and Engineering 
and Commercial Infrastructure, Mackay Regional Council) 

 
By the end of this year, we'll have a new planning scheme, but the public consultation for 
that has been unbelievable. It's been great. We have had meetings, the website, everything 
... I think it was twenty-three or twenty-four meetings, where people come along and talk 
about the scope of the plan as far as they're concerned... then make submissions. ... Then 
that will form the base itself, to the final amendments to the draft planning scheme before it 
goes to the government for signing. (Planning and Development, Mackay Regional Council) 

 

DISCUSSION 

Informal community conversations and face to face engagement processes were identified by 

business and regional development and governance participants as an effective method of involving 

the community in decision-making processes (refer to table 28). Engagement with community and 

industry groups via workshops and events was also considered important in ensuring continued 

conversation. Advertising on radio, social media, and mailouts were also identified as useful tools of 

communication. Two participants from governance further outlined formal community consultation 

processes in the form of face-to-face meetings with primary stakeholders, and public consultation 

meetings for major projects including revitalising the CBD and developing Mackay’s planning 

scheme.  
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This question aimed to assess people’s knowledge of environmental vulnerabilities pertaining to the 

Charleville and Mackay regions. Multiple environmental vulnerabilities were brought to light across 

the two case studies, with some commonalities found between the communities regarding concerns 

over issues of flooding, and concern over environmental degradation. In Charleville, apprehension 

regarding prolonged drought was identified as a significant vulnerability across participants, 

particularly regarding larger detrimental effects to the economy and survival of the region long-

term. Apprehension regarding flooding and the effectiveness of flood mitigation infrastructure was a 

further point of concern for participants from Charleville. Whilst some participants voiced 

confidence that issues of flooding were largely resolved, others were circumspect regarding the 

largely untested mitigation measures in the face of a significant flood event, and the level of future 

risk. In Mackay, participants from governance also expressed concern for repetitive flooding, related 

to the low-lying nature of the city and inadequate drainage systems. Further, coastal erosion for the 

suburbs was highlighted as another issue by the governance group, with the clearing of vegetation 

and development along the coastline adding to vulnerabilities in the future. Community participants 

in Mackay however, expressed only minimal concern over flooding vulnerabilities, with two 

participants recording responses against this theme.  

Concern for environmental degradation was also discussed across both communities. In 

Mackay, this theme accounted for the highest number of responses across groups, with the effects 

of mining on the environment, issues with littering and illegal dumping in the region, and the effects 

of pollution on the environment, all identified as vulnerabilities. In Charleville, a lack of recycling in 

the region, excess tree clearing, and the future ramifications of gas fracking were identified as future 

vulnerabilities, particularly by community participants. Additional concerns were brought to light in 

Charleville over poor soil quality, waterways, and groundwater management. Further, concerns 

regarding pests and feral animals, and in particular, wild dogs on grazing and the economy were also 

highlighted by community participants.  

In Charleville, a strong response rate was recorded across the groups, with replies to this 

question reflecting an informed knowledge and understanding of existing environmental 

vulnerabilities faced by the region, and the larger ramifications of these upon livelihoods and the 

long-term future of the town. Conversely, in Mackay, the response rate to this question from 

community participants and business and regional development groups was low, indicating a 

potential lack of awareness or interest from non-responding participants regarding environmental 

vulnerabilities in the Mackay region. Further contradiction also came to light, with several 

community participants from Mackay voicing clear anti-environmental sentiments and disdain for 

environmental activism slowing progress in the region, whilst others dispelled any concerns for 
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environmental issues. This was not the case with participants from governance in Mackay, who as a 

group expressed clear concern regarding flooding, coastal erosion, and environmental degradation 

in the region.  

Responses to this question have provided insights for design in discovering the diverse 

circumstances of each place, and the broad spectrum of understanding and attitudes towards 

environmental vulnerabilities across the participant groups. Charleville participants were largely in-

sync across the groups, with a strong level of awareness and interest in the current environmental 

vulnerabilities faced, and the potential socio-economic ramifications of these vulnerabilities moving 

forward. Responses from Mackay highlighted conflicting attitudes and levels of knowledge evident 

between governance representatives and community participants. Numerous community 

participants favoured progress and the growth of the region over concern for the environment or 

dispelled environmental concerns, whilst many community participants did not respond to the 

question. This indicates a potential lack of communication between governance representatives and 

the community regarding future flooding, increased vulnerability to coastal erosion and sea level 

rises, and the long-term ramifications on the city. Further, the present socio-economic ramifications 

of the historical decisions made in relation to the siting of both towns as outlined in “Chapter 2.4 

The Local Context” have been brought to light in responses from the participants. Both places are 

highly vulnerable to flooding yet have continued to build and rebuild in flood-prone zones, with the 

communities remaining stoic despite this.  

These insights underpin the necessity for strategic approaches to address the potential for 

adaptation from within each community, as opposed to a one-solution-fits-all intervention to issues 

of resilience. The findings further highlight the need to connect linkages between present and future 

environmental, social, and economic vulnerabilities via design thinking, and to raise increased 

awareness of these issues across all of the community through effective communication by design. 
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community participants voicing concern over high temperatures discussed this as an issue 

independent of climate change. Further, several participants across all three groups, and across both 

case studies, expressed climate change denial sentiments or dispelled concerns regarding climate 

change, citing the cyclical nature of the climate.  

Overall, responses across the groups of participants and across both case studies reflected a 

strong level of awareness pertaining to climate-related vulnerabilities, with a high level of 

uncertainty evident as to what the future holds. Despite varying perceptions of anthropocentric 

climate change, and several participants from both places expressing climate change denial 

sentiments, participants were largely united in recognition of the effect of climate on the region’s 

stability, economic profitability, and long-term survival. As per responses from the previous question 

regarding environmental vulnerabilities, historical issues of poor siting come to the fore. Issues of 

repetitive flooding in both locations, and coastal erosion in Mackay will likely become more 

significant in the face of a changing climate as outlined in detail in “Chapter 2.3 The Regional 

Context.” Whilst Charleville is located in a region subject to severe and recurring drought, Mackay is 

subject to severe tropical cyclones; the effects of both which have been determined by global 

scientists to become more severe due to climate change. Both places have rebuilt after disasters 

multiple times, demonstrating a high level of resilience in the context of coping, and bouncing back. 

However, as weather events become more erratic, the ability to continue to build back without 

significant intervention in terms of planning is increasingly uncertain.  

Designing strategies to deal with such events proactively, rather than reactively is necessary 

to deal with the risk of future climatic extremes. This further underpins the necessity for planning for 

mitigation, adaptation, improved land-use zoning, improved infrastructure, and improved 

construction methods and materials for a changing climate. Further, a conversation is needed 

surrounding more extreme measures that may be necessary, including the consideration of planned 

retreat from highly vulnerable zones in lieu of continuous rebuilding. In this context, the role of 

design and designers includes the facilitation of candid and open communication between 

governance, business, and community, that extend beyond “building back better.” 
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This question was aimed at seeking the perspectives of Charleville and Mackay residents regarding 

economic vulnerabilities. Responses to this issue demonstrated multiple connections across the two 

communities, with themes generated reflecting similar concerns. A high response rate was recorded 

for both communities, demonstrating significant concerns regarding the economy moving forward in 

both case studies. Participants from Charleville and Mackay discussed apprehension regarding job 

shortages and unemployment as the area of most concern, particularly participants from the 

community group, with this theme accounting for the highest number of responses from both 

places. In Charleville, the loss of government and services jobs in the town and unease over long-

term job security was highlighted. In Mackay, apprehension was clear regarding general job 

shortages and rising unemployment. Significant concern was also expressed across both case studies 

and across all groups regarding economic downturns. In Charleville, this was attributed to drought 

and a lack of long-term planning for the effects of drought on the livelihood and future stability of 

the region. The downturn in rural industries and the flow-on effect to the township was recognised 

as a complex issue, affecting not only graziers but the entire community. In Mackay, the economic 

downturn was attributed to an overreliance upon the mining and resource sectors. Flow-on effects 

included job losses, and overextension on mortgages and other loans which could no longer be paid, 

leading to social vulnerabilities.  

In Charleville, an additional significant concern from community participants was expressed 

over the loss of local trade and retail closures, with the economic downturn in the region, a 

globalised economy, and the rise of online shopping discussed as causal factors by participants. The 

recognition of economic vulnerability and the need for diversification and expanded opportunities 

for business were discussed by participants across the groups from both Charleville and Mackay. In 

Charleville, this was discussed in relation to a lack of business opportunities in the region. 

Participants in Mackay recognised the need for economic diversification, coupled with the need to 

balance environmental and social concerns. Moves to strengthen the tourism industry were 

outlined, as was the downturn in rural industries, particularly concerning a stagnant sugar industry. 

Both communities discussed increases in costs of living, though this was more prevalent in Mackay, 

primarily related to the mining boom and subsequent downturn, with over-investment in devalued 

properties. In Charleville, concerns focused on the costs of travel for healthcare, general living 

expenses including groceries, and particular concern for pensioners low incomes. 

Conversely, a group of participants from Mackay expressed a more positive economic 

outlook, dispelling concerns over the economy due to the region’s sugar cane and beef industries 

that were perceived as steadfast compared to mining. Across both case studies, participants 

expressed similar concerns in relation to economic vulnerabilities across multiple themes, 
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favour of more populated South-East Queensland. Community participants further discussed a 

perceived lack of interest and understanding of local issues from city-based federal and state 

governments. Participants from Mackay were also concerned with issues of inadequate 

maintenance and infrastructure, particularly regarding roads, lack of mobile phone service, lack of 

maintenance of parks and reserves, inadequate street planting and gardens, and lack of water 

storage and dams. Participants also discussed the need for better sporting facilities.  

Conversely, a group of participants from Charleville voiced appreciation for the significant 

funding received for major flood mitigation and other infrastructure projects. A number of 

participants across the groups also acknowledged strong initiatives from an approachable, hard-

working local government. This, however, was not the case in Mackay, with a group of community 

participants voicing dissatisfaction with the local council. Recurring issues of lack of funding and 

perceptions of a lack of understanding and interest towards regional needs were highlighted. Both 

case studies cover large geographical footprints, in particular Charleville, as discussed in “Chapter 

2.4 The Local Context.” With smaller populations, and therefore limited council revenue raised from 

rates compared to major cities, provision of services and infrastructure is challenging. Participants 

from both places discussed a divide between city-based politicians and regional issues. Further, 

numerous community participants from across both case studies demonstrated a lack of interest or 

a lack of involvement in issues of governance. This coupled with the low response rate suggests a 

level of disengagement with policy issues.  

In this context, a strategic approach to engage disenfranchised members of the community 

with policy issues is necessary to underpin resilience. Further, there is an opportunity presented to 

embed design thinking within the community to examine new approaches to current policy and to 

explore potential modes of alternative funding outside of the traditional mechanisms in place to 

begin to address some of these issues.   
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necessary to reduce vulnerabilities, with the theme accounting for the largest number of responses 

from Mackay. Suggestions were put forward by business and regional development participants for 

moving towards new technologies in sustainable energy and related industries, leveraging existing 

knowledge and the extensive skills base that has developed around mining services. Participants 

from community and business and regional development in Charleville also discussed the 

requirement for economic diversification away from grazing, with multiple responses suggesting the 

potential for increased tourism. The need to improve infrastructure and planning was also discussed 

by participants from both places. In Charleville, specific suggestions included the introduction of 

recycling and reinstating rail freight. 

Further themes were generated relating to the specific vulnerabilities of each place. 

Participants in Charleville identified the need for government initiatives, incentives, and support, 

including increased funding for pensioners, medical travel, healthcare, and medical travel. The role 

of community and individual responsibility in reducing vulnerabilities was also identified by 

participants across all groups. Other participants from the community group in Charleville, however, 

indicated a lack of awareness of opportunities to reduce vulnerabilities or expressed feelings of 

disempowerment in the face of the ongoing drought. In Mackay, community participants were 

concerned with the state of the economy and future job prospects, and the need to increase 

employment opportunities, including through government incentives. Reducing the costs of living 

and increasing events and activities for youths were further suggestions put forward. 

Participants from across both case studies demonstrated a solid level of understanding of 

the challenges faced moving forward, providing a wide range of suggestions for potential strategies 

to reduce vulnerabilities, with response rates from participants in Charleville significantly higher 

than Mackay. Following from the insights gained from the previous questions, the diversity of issues 

that need to be addressed can only be tackled from within the community on the ground. Whilst 

multiple participants in Charleville recognised the necessity of community involvement and 

individual responsibility in reducing vulnerabilities, in Mackay, suggestions were largely aimed at 

intervention from various levels of government. Further, the lower response rate in Mackay suggests 

a sense of disenfranchisement regarding decision-making processes, as highlighted in earlier insights 

regarding vulnerabilities relating to policy and governance.  

As per the previous insights, bringing awareness of projects already being undertaken, and 

identifying strategies for new projects to be developed from suggestions put forward from all groups 

is necessary. Designing processes to establish working connections between these groups to 

facilitate brainstorming and ideation processes, knowledge sharing, identifying skillsets, identifying 

available resources, and identifying traditional and non-traditional modes of funding are all tasks 
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across both case studies. Concern for health, mental health, and a lack of available care were also 

highlighted by participants from both places. Charleville participants pointed out social media, and 

inadequate health care for an ageing population as specific vulnerabilities, whilst Mackay residents 

further noted substance abuse issues in this theme.   

Long term concerns specific to each region also emerged. Concern for a declining and ageing 

population emerged as a theme accounting for the second-highest number of coded responses in 

Charleville. Youths leaving the town for employment and educational opportunities were 

acknowledged as a growing problem leading to future vulnerabilities. In Mackay, participants from 

the business and regional development, and governance groups, discussed climate change as a long-

term issue in relation to flooding, coastal erosion, and town planning, with one community 

participant also voicing concerns over the potential impacts of climate change.  

Responses across both case studies were strong, with a particularly high response rate from 

Charleville, indicating significant interest and engagement in the long-term future of both places. 

Responses provided valuable insights to the problems that need to be worked upon from within the 

community, with economic concerns and their flow-on effects of particular concern to participants 

from both Charleville and Mackay. Approaches to working with community, business, and 

governance to direct new proposals for business opportunities and diversification are needed. In 

particular, identifying local skills and resources that already exist and can potentially be redirected 

from struggling industries. Further, encouraging the establishment of cooperative programs within 

the community that are uniquely placed to work on these issues from a bottoms-up approach is 

necessary. Design thinking, embedded within community puts in place conditions for community to 

not only be involved but to lead the process of resilience building. This includes processes of 

mapping transitions to new economies, new industries, and new opportunities in changing 

circumstances of the ‘glocal.’ 
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participants were concerned that community cohesion had deteriorated over time, with individuals 

focused on personal goals. Substance abuse was also a significant point of concern, along with an 

increase in crime, and the loss of “local” families.  

Conversely, positive views of changes in the social milieu were identified across the groups., 

with positive attitudes, opinions towards new multiculturalism, and identification of increased social 

capital over time discussed in both Charleville and Mackay. A group of community participants in 

both places further identified limited or no change to the community through time, whilst others 

identified a lack of knowledge due to insufficient years lived in the community.  

Differences between groups were also demonstrated across both case studies. In Charleville, 

participants from governance, whilst acknowledging the economic downturn, were mainly positive, 

identifying the growth and development of the region, highlighting improved facilities including the 

swimming pool, racecourse, gym, and dental clinic, and improved flooding infrastructure. These 

responses demonstrate clear differences between how changes to the Charleville community over 

time have been perceived by the three groups. In Mackay, business and regional development and 

governance participants also expressed primarily positive views of changes in the social milieu, and 

in terms of the growth and development of the city. Specific reference was made to the increase in 

the number of high-rise buildings, Mackay developing into a regional city, and the benefits of the 

mining boom. 

Generally, views from participants from governance participants in both Charleville and 

Mackay were largely positive, whilst community participants focused more upon negative changes 

through time, demonstrating similarities between each case study, but differing priorities between 

the groups. These discrepancies between the perceptions of governance and community 

participants could in turn translate to priorities of government being misaligned with the priorities of 

the community, as has been reflected in some of the insights drawn from previous questions. The 

findings further highlight the need to raise increased awareness of these discrepancies by bringing 

all groups to the table via effective communication by design. 
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processes. Such events would aim to bring forward perspectives and voices from across cultures, age 

groups, industries, interests, and areas of expertise, to enable knowledge sharing representative of 

the entire community. 

The insights gained from the case studies have brought light to a narrative of perspectives, 

attitudes, vulnerabilities, strengths, and opportunities for each place. Through their responses, the 

participants of both communities demonstrated the complexity of the issues on the ground and 

highlighted the need for issues of resilience to be worked upon at the level of community. Each 

community made evident vulnerabilities situated in local conditions, yet inherently linked with 

regional problems and global conditions. The final chapter of the thesis draws from the insights 

presented here and the discoveries uncovered through the literature, to put forward strategic and 

integrated approaches to design to strengthen communities of resilience. 
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CHAPTER 5. THE WAY FORWARD 

 

5.1 DISCUSSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  
In a world in rapid and profound transformation, we are all designers. Here, ‘all’ 
obviously includes all of us, individuals but also organizations, businesses, public 

entities, voluntary associations, and cities, regions and states. In short, the ‘all’ 
we are talking about includes every subject, whether individual or collective, 

who in a world in transformation must determine their own identity and their 
own life project. This means putting their design capability into action: a way of 

thinking and doing things that entails reflection and strategic sense, that calls 
us to look at ourselves and our context and decide whether and how to act to 

improve the state of things.657 
— Ezio Manzini 

 

This research set out to reconceptualise the role of design in the context of resilience, posing the 

primary research question: How can strategic and integrated approaches to design strengthen 

communities of resilience for sustainable futures? The themes that have emerged through the 

findings from the case studies and literature provide valuable insights for design in this context. 

Environmental, climatic, social, economic, and political conditions cannot be separated and are 

subject to systematic risk at the level of the global, the regional, and the local. As has been 

examined, communities will therefore need to become increasingly self-sufficient to adapt to 

multiple levels of crisis as the face of human settlements change, not only in the context of 

immediate and situated ‘fast’ risk, but also to unfolding ‘slow’ risks including climate change, 

socioeconomic instability, geopolitical unrest, and global pandemics.  

The complex issues interwoven through the thesis demonstrate created conditions of 

vulnerability that act to further undermine resilience, with the question arising as to whether 

current modes of habitation are in a position to face challenges of the future. In this context, the 

requirement for strategies to enable communities to realise embedded resilience potential to meet 

these challenges head-on is critical. Communities will need to rise to these challenges proactively, 

with a pre-emptive approach to strengthening resilience, and therefore, long-term sustainability. 

Resilience is a process, not an end goal, necessitating thinking and action beyond recovery and 

towards preparedness, mitigation, and adaptation in order to engage with present and future risk. 

This research, therefore, puts forward an expanded definition of resilience as learning from the past, 

facing, and overcoming challenges of the present, preparing for and adapting to challenges of the 

future, and planning for contingency. Resilience demands inhabiting with care — beyond current 

notions of sustainability — and thinking transformatively through time. 
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Building adaptive capacity, and planning for contingencies in the face of escalating risk 

requires an embedded resilience strategy within community, necessitating the identification, not 

only of vulnerabilities, but of the strengths, skills, knowledge, and capacities of each community. 

Insights from Charleville and Mackay illuminate geographic, climatic, environmental, cultural, 

historical, economic, political, and socially constructed conditions that vary enormously. A one-

solution-fits-all approach to resilience is not viable, however, much of the literature pertaining to 

resilience demonstrates a pragmatic, solution-based approach, including scientific methods to index 

vulnerability according to measurable parameters. Whilst providing a broad view of issues 

concerning resilience, approaches such as this risk reducing the complexity of individual places, and 

in doing so, negate the ability to work upon long-term embedded community resilience.  

Bringing the community together to address future risk prefiguratively is essential for 

informed decision-making processes, and in reducing quick-fix instrumental solutions. Further, 

insights from the literature reveal a significant divide between unresolved philosophical 

understandings of community as a concept and the epistemologically opposing reports that 

essentially direct resilience policy. In this context, current approaches to resilience make broad 

assumptions that community is a functioning and viable whole. However, as insights from the case 

studies have demonstrated, the reality on the ground is not so simple. Whilst participants from both 

case studies agreed across multiple points of discussion, equally, discrepancies evolved between and 

across each of the three participant groups of community, business and regional development, and 

governance. Varied perceptions of risk and prioritisation of vulnerabilities, conflicting and competing 

agendas, and vastly different worldviews are highlighted in Charleville and Mackay.  

This research proposes that communities of resilience not only band together in times of 

adversity but come together to minimise future adversity — to face the challenges of the local, the 

regional, and the global, beyond individual priorities. Communities of resilience are framed as 

‘acting-together’ — situated locally, thinking transformatively, and acting regeneratively in the 

milieu of global risk. Working upon embedding resilience, in turn, becomes an act of community 

building. For communities such as Charleville and Mackay to become communities of resilience, 

strategic and integrated approaches need to be put forward to be worked upon within the 

community and by the community. Design, designers, and design educators can act within the space 

between instrumental approaches towards understanding resilience and utopian visions of 

community. In this context, design professionals need to move beyond traditional, singular 

disciplinary, project-driven practice as examined through the thesis. Activating design knowledge 

within community puts in place conditions for community to not only be involved but to lead the 

process of resilience building. In the face of increasing levels of complexity, a community-
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constructed vision underpinned by in-depth knowledge of the local (past, present, future) and 

scaffolded through design thinking, is needed. 

 Communities of resilience are conceptualised as communities of embedded design 

potential. In this context, the role of design and designers in the community is in the facilitation of 

this process. Professionally trained designers have a significant role to play in the guidance and 

ongoing mentorship of denizen designers in communities of design. As examined previously, the 

concept of denizen designers is an intentional shift from citizen designers, as it implies neither 

transience nor permanence of residency, thereby acknowledging a broader belonging to the local, 

the regional, and the global — the glocal. This acknowledges community as ever-shifting, adaptable, 

and open. Replacing design for community to design within and by community allows for a 

community-constructed project, encompassing a plan of action towards a viable future.  

Theorists including Manzini and Escobar have positioned design within the context of 

community. Manzini describes successful co-design processes as a vast social conversation between 

networks of individuals and groups.658 In today’s risk society (as formulated by Beck, and discussed in 

depth through the literature), Manzini contends that incremental change is insufficient, and instead, 

systematic change is needed that puts in place a shift from hierarchical systems to larger distributed 

systems — an interweaving of small scale, locally situated, interconnected social organisations and 

systems. Manzini argues that this allows for decision-making processes to remain in the local 

community while, at the same time, socio-technological advances in digital and social media allow 

for a flow of communication, ideas, money, and goods, with communities becoming nodes in short 

and long-distance networks thereby reducing geographic isolation.659 To Manzini, the role of 

“expert’ designers in this context is to permeate these nodes and support open-ended co-design 

processes as a widespread activity driving social innovation.660  

Arturo Escobar outlines a theory of “autonomous design,” drawing from Humberto 

Maturana and Francisco Varela’s concepts of autopoiesis and biological autonomy, whereby every 

community practices the design of itself in an ontological process.661 Autonomous design is 

described by Escobar as a design praxis, whereby every design activity starts with the presupposition 

that people are practitioners of their own knowledge. The process to Escobar starts with community 

designing a learning system about itself and developing a statement of problems and possibilities. 

Designers in this context act as co-researchers in the community, with the community taking on the 

role of designer, client, decision-maker, and guarantor.662 In the face of the multitude of 

deteriorating conditions that have been examined throughout this study (climate change, escalating 

populations, geopolitical insecurity, political and climate refugees, socio-economic disparity, 

environmental degradation, inappropriately situated human settlements, the growth of informal 
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settlements and the post-urban, to name just a few), the concept of autonomous design becomes 

increasingly relevant and increasingly urgent. Returning to Fry’s argument, greater importance now 

needs to be placed upon design, designers, and the designed, in recognition of the unsustainable 

trajectory of design’s ontological process.663 Understanding the agency of design in the context of 

resilience is a first step towards redirecting unsustainable practice.  

This thesis puts forward a definition of communities of resilience as communities of design, 

acting-together transformatively through time for regenerative futures. As examined in the 

literature, design interventions within community are typically approached from outsider 

perspectives in the form of workshops, charettes, community participatory projects, or design 

residencies. Whilst well-intentioned, these endeavours are primarily designed for short-term 

problems with short-term outcomes, and as such are insufficient to deal with long-term resilience. 

Conversely, grassroots movements from within often lack a systematic, holistic perception of the 

complex problems to be addressed. Communities of resilience require strong governance, business, 

and community leadership to work through issues of resilience at the level of the glocal and beyond 

present budgets and timeframes. The insights that have been brought to light in the case studies 

further demonstrate that achieving alignment between these groups is not straightforward with 

competing priorities and agendas made clear.  

Findings from the case studies verify that despite multiple vulnerabilities specific to both 

Charleville and Mackay, participants were not as a whole contemplating change or moving from the 

communities in the near future. A strong sense of social cohesion, well-developed personal 

networks, high levels of participation in community activities, and a favourable lifestyle indicated a 

commitment from residents and businesses to remain in their communities irrespective of present 

and future risk. A robust community foundation on which to build upon to face present and future 

challenges moving forward was made evident in both case studies. However, despite the clear 

benefits of living in both communities, insights drawn from the case studies also highlight the 

necessity to further strengthen resilience.  There are many approaches that can be taken to facilitate 

this process that move beyond seeking designed solutions to complex issues — issues that can only 

be worked upon within community. The findings have shown that the complexity of these issues on 

the ground cannot be dealt with individually, and therefore, this research does not attempt to do so. 

Instead, insights have been laid out to demonstrate how some of these issues may be dealt with in 

the context of a strategic and integrated approach to designing a community resilience strategy. 

The role of design and the designer in this process takes on multiple forms.  As previously 

acknowledged, the Covid-19 pandemic has changed the way we live, learn, and work. Governments, 

corporations, universities, and communities have proven themselves surprisingly adaptable to the 
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scale of such challenges when urgency dictates. This shift to forms of remote work and blended 

learning lends itself well for a future of knowledge sharing outside of traditional boundaries. Every 

community needs design, and designers, as what needs to be learnt is situated within the context of 

the community itself. A process of embedding design knowledge within community, taking form as a 

global community of design thinkers, open to all of community is needed. Design practitioners, 

design researchers, and design educators all have a role to play, either physically situated within the 

community, or linked digitally through online platforms. Designers working with community is not a 

new concept. However, design needs to move beyond working with community from an outsider 

approach, to working within community in the support and education of denizen designers in a 

process of learning in place. The role of design practitioners, design researchers, and design 

educators in the context of community resilience is not envisioned as problem-solving or designing 

solutions to be worked upon under the banner of community participatory projects. Instead, an 

expanded role for design is recommended in capacity building and the facilitation of these projects.  

Drawing from and extending upon insights from the case studies and the literature, the 

design and development of a community resilience repertory is proposed to be worked upon by 

community as part of a larger community resilience strategy, with ongoing guidance and mentorship 

of design professionals, researchers, and educators. In a practical context, the development of a 

community resilience repertory assembled in both analogue and digital form, allows for open access 

from within the community as well as remotely, thereby facilitating continued and ongoing 

engagement with the project, regardless of physical location. This is important in gathering and 

building upon information from extensive global and regional sources to scaffold knowledge within 

the local community. Such a knowledge base includes a compilation of data from existing and 

traditional historical records available on background, context, environment, climate, disaster 

events, built environment, infrastructure, demographics, socio-economic conditions, industry, and 

governance. Extending upon this, a resilience repertory would assemble information specific to the 

context of resilience building, including understanding the capabilities of its denizen designers. This 

necessitates the collation of information that is not readily available through existing data sets. 

The community-driven resilience strategy and resilience repertory operate across multiple 

levels, with insights from the case studies providing specific context as to how these could unfold. 

For example, in the context of environmental and climatic vulnerabilities, current socio-economic 

ramifications of the historical decisions made in relation to the siting of both places have been 

brought to light. Issues of repetitive flooding in both locations, and coastal erosion and sea-level rise 

in Mackay will likely become more significant. Whilst Charleville is located in a region subject to 

severe and recurring drought, Mackay is subject to tropical cyclones; the effects of which have been 
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determined by global scientists to become more damaging due to climate change. Both places have 

rebuilt after disasters multiple times, demonstrating a high level of resilience in the context of 

coping and bouncing back. However, as weather events become more erratic, the ability to continue 

to build back without significant intervention in terms of planning is increasingly uncertain.  

This further underpins the necessity for capacity building. In designing a community 

resilience strategy, an adaptive framework is needed for future-proofing, which starts with bringing 

community together to workshop and assess the current and future impacts to come. Projects to be 

undertaken within and by each community include environmental, climatic, spatial, and vulnerability 

mapping to project future levels of localised risk, with the guidance of design professionals. Audits, 

surveys, and risk mapping across the natural and built environment are also necessary to determine 

past, present, and future vulnerabilities. Issues to be addressed, whilst specific to each community 

include rethinking agricultural practices, improving land-use and planning, upgrading flood-resistant 

infrastructure, levees, and drainage, constructing sea walls for future sea-level rises, relocating 

essential services and communication systems, increasing street planting to reduce heat islanding, 

constructing fire breaks, and improving water storage for future drought. Further, construction 

methods for a changing climate require addressing, such as the potential to raise buildings 

vulnerable to flooding and storm surges, designing buildings to float, designing for disassembly and 

relocation, fabricating for increasing effects of storms and cyclones, building with smart and 

sustainable materials, constructing green walls to reduce heat islanding, and incorporating solar-

panels, wind-turbines, water collection, and greywater systems for energy and water conservation. 

Identifying what must be demolished, what can be retrofitted, what can be adapted, what can be re-

cycled, and what can remain as is, are all imperatives. A thorough analysis of local materials, 

resources, and existing skills and knowledge within the community is also needed to ensure local 

supply chains are utilised where possible for long-term economic benefits.  

The gathering of all of this information in a community resilience repertory allows for 

detailed options to be put on the table as to requirements for future mitigation, adaptation, 

reconstruction, retrofitting, and contingency plans. Further, the findings highlight the need to 

connect linkages between present and future environmental, climatic, social, and economic 

vulnerabilities via design thinking, and to raise increased awareness of these issues across all of 

community through effective communication.  A conversation is needed surrounding more extreme 

(and expensive) measures that may be necessary for the future, including the consideration of 

planned retreat from highly vulnerable and increasingly uninsurable zones, as opposed to a 

continuous process of rebuilding. In this context, the role of design, designers, design researchers, 

and design educators includes the facilitation of candid and open communication by design between 
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government, business, and community, that extends beyond “building back better.” Incorporation of 

these discussions into a community resilience repertory for availability for town planning processes 

allows, not only for appropriate future decision making in terms of land use and the built 

environment but also for long-term budgets to be put in place for both fast and slow disasters. This 

involves thinking through possibilities beyond political and funding cycles that may be unpopular, 

such as buy-back schemes and planned retreats, but are necessary to think nevertheless. 

Across both case studies, a strong sense of social cohesion and appreciation of the close-knit 

nature of community was highlighted. However, multiple social vulnerabilities also came to light in 

Charleville and Mackay. Concerns regarding drug and alcohol abuse and apprehension for family 

welfare were discussed in both communities, as was dissatisfaction with a lack of affordable social 

activities. Concern for health, mental health, and a lack of available care were also addressed by 

participants from both places. In Charleville, geographical isolation, a lack of services, reduced access 

to specialist healthcare for an ageing population, and youths leaving the town for employment and 

educational opportunities elsewhere were further acknowledged as a growing problem leading to 

future vulnerabilities. In setting out to address these vulnerabilities, an embedded community 

resilience strategy encourages effective communication across all of community, through the design 

and facilitation of activities, events, workshops, gatherings, and education programs run by the 

community; uniquely suited to the needs of each to begin to tackle some of these complex issues.  

Findings from the case studies revealed a high level of involvement in volunteering and 

fundraising, committees and boards, community groups, involvement in clubs and sports, and caring 

for the elderly and neighbours across both communities. This highlights a strong sense of social 

cohesion and a robust community foundation on which to build upon. Community involvement was 

outlined across all participant groups and across multiple levels of volunteering activities. Despite 

strong levels of community engagement in Charleville, volunteer fatigue was a growing concern, 

with difficulty maintaining volunteers due to a large number of clubs, groups, and committees, and 

the small population. A resilience repertory for each community including registered volunteer 

information, areas of interest, skills, time available, and callouts for new volunteers across all areas, 

would allow for participants to be involved in ways that suit their level of engagement, skillsets, and 

schedules. Further, collating detailed registers of emergency services information and personnel, 

health and aged care services, educational facilities, not-for-profit organisations, businesses, and 

government departments facilitates knowledge sharing across community. Assembling details of 

experts and professionals with specialised knowledge and skills wanting to become involved (either 

in paid positions or as volunteer mentors) from both within and outside of the community further 

extends the scope of the repertory. This provides a platform for learning and teaching in areas of 
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specialised interest within the community via design labs, both face-to-face and online. Design labs 

further facilitate the development of co-design toolkits aimed to facilitate smoother processes for 

scaffolding resilience moving forward.  

Economic vulnerabilities across multiple themes also came to light in the case studies. Whilst 

Charleville participants recognised significant vulnerabilities born from an over-reliance upon the 

beef industry, responses from Mackay reflected upon an over-reliance on the mining sector, with a 

strong level of recognition of the need for diversification across both case studies. In Charleville, the 

effects of drought on the economy, high costs of living, a lack of economic opportunity, and business 

and retail closures were discussed. In Mackay, the high cost of living, insecure incomes, loss of 

business and industry, and economic fluctuations were points of focus. Apprehension regarding job 

shortages and a lack of sustainable employment opportunities were identified as significant areas of 

concern from community participants across both case studies. However, insightful suggestions 

were also put forward as to new opportunities to strengthen the economy, and in doing so, 

strengthen social resilience. In Charleville, seeking out new industries in which to expand, such 

as the local goat industry, kangaroo industry, increasing local food production with alternative 

crops including olives, and boosting regional tourism, were discussed. In Mackay, transitions to 

post-carbon futures were suggested, with some existing businesses already considering a shift to 

renewables. Further, significant expertise in fields including agriculture, technology, construction, 

manufacturing, logistics, and health care was recognised as an opportunity to build upon in the 

future. 

An embedded community resilience strategy would facilitate the process of working through 

the complexity of these issues to scaffold the economy via future diversification. This includes 

identifying local skills and resources that already exist and can potentially be redirected from 

struggling industries. It further includes processes of mapping transitions to new economies, new 

industries, and new opportunities. An extensive audit of existing skills, resources, facilities, and 

materials, undertaken by community and included within the community resilience repertory, would 

assemble information on what is already available and what needs to be built upon for 

diversification. The collation of these materials further allows for unexpected entrepreneurial 

linkages to be made across current and potential industries, businesses, and community-based 

projects, that otherwise may not have been obvious. Further, events designed to share not only 

knowledge, but skills, materials, equipment, and services to support all members of community 

provide an additional level of scaffolding for economic resilience. Developing the local share 

economy through, for example, swap events for fresh produce, tools, clothes, books, furniture, and 
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equipment, run in conjunction with skills-sharing workshops in repair, recycling, and making, 

provides additional benefits of helping to reduce costs of living and unnecessary waste. 

Recurring vulnerabilities relating to a lack of funding and support from governments were 

also discussed across the case studies. With smaller populations, and therefore limited revenue 

avenues compared to major cities, participants from both places discussed a significant divide 

between city-based politicians and regional issues. Many community participants further 

demonstrated a lack of interest, lack of involvement, or disengagement with issues of governance. 

Others demonstrated a lack of knowledge of resilience-building projects already underway, 

indicating a potential gap in communication between governance, business, and community groups 

regarding such issues. Conversely, many participants across both case studies expressed willingness 

to be more involved in decision-making processes and to take on new roles, with a strong level of 

enthusiasm to support, improve, and facilitate the growth of the community into the future. 

Combining existing processes of engaging the community (via media, informal conversation, 

educational workshops and events, and formal consultation processes) with a central resilience 

repertory allows those who wish to be involved in future decision making to register their specific 

areas of interest. Further, the role of design within community includes the facilitation of events and 

processes, both formal and informal, presented in multiple formats to accommodate specific areas 

of interest. Such events aim to bring forward perspectives and voices from across cultures, age 

groups, interests, and areas of expertise, to enable knowledge sharing representative of the entire 

community. Establishing working connections between these groups to facilitate brainstorming and 

ideation processes, and to identify traditional and non-traditional modes of funding to begin 

undertaking resilience strengthening processes, are all tasks requiring a strategic and designed 

approach.  

 Understanding resilience as a process, beyond short-sighted frameworks and agendas, is 

necessary for long-term sustainability. Participants from the case studies demonstrated mixed 

understandings of resilience as a concept. Responses ranged from discussions of resilience as the 

ability to “bounce back” after disaster, as community cohesion, as long-term embedded community 

process, as emotional strength, as economic strength, and as the self-sufficiency of the community. 

Contrariwise, other participants across both case studies demonstrated a lack of familiarity with 

resilience as a concept. In this context, the role of design is in encouraging conversation and 

communication to fill any gaps between different levels of understandings of resilience. Each 

community has competing agendas, and the creation of new forms of communication, and new 

networks across governance, business, community, public, and private sectors are necessary.  
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Community is unequal, ever-changing, and continuously shifting over generations, despite 

being imagined as a homogenous and cohesive whole. A strategic and integrated approach to design 

can strengthen community resilience through the facilitation of linkages, assembling collective 

knowledge - past, present, and future - and addressing complexity. In this context, professional 

designers, design researchers, and design educators working within the community take on the role 

of facilitators and advisors in designing the processes and platforms necessary for this to occur. 

Community resilience teams require multiple levels of expertise and skills from across the full 

spectrum of community, including indigenous knowledge, business expertise, economic 

development, consulting, healthcare, emergency services, engineering, architecture, urban and 

infrastructure planning, volunteer groups, not-for-profit organisations, cultural organisations, youth 

groups, minority groups, grass-roots movements, grant-writers, and educators. Establishing these 

teams (assembled from a combination of both paid and volunteer positions), working groups, focus 

groups, and events, to bring together communities of denizen designers is a project undertaken 

through strategic design processes.  

For the integrated resilience strategy and resilience repertory to continue to be gathered, 

developed, and maintained by the community, ongoing mentorship and design education is 

required.  Design education can involve itself in offering blended modes of learning (face-to-face and 

online), in such diverse fields as communication design, data visualisation, software design, user 

experience design, project management, urban and spatial design, design for disassembly, life-cycle 

analysis, retrofitting, adaptation, systems thinking, and design thinking, to name just a few. A 

network of existing and new design schools and design research centres is necessary to facilitate 

learning and teaching design in community. This further provides opportunities to introduce local 

vocational and tertiary education programs in resilience building to be developed across all levels, 

from micro-credentials to graduate certificates, diplomas, undergraduate degrees, postgraduate 

degrees, and higher degrees by research, through a combination of face to face, online, and blended 

learning.  

On a broader scale, there is the potential that once implemented within each community, 

resilience repertories could, in part, be shared across a larger national resilience repertory, funded 

by the government, and facilitated by design. This would encourage the sharing of local knowledge 

and expertise between communities of resilience, to strengthen resilience building at a national 

level.  The development of a shared knowledge bank combining local and regional knowledge 

gathered through time, global experience gathered in the field, and design strategy underpinned by 

critical design thinking is of vital importance. Whilst funding mechanisms and cost-benefit analysis 

do not fit into the scope of this research, it is envisioned that a combination of private funding 
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bodies and public funding mechanisms at multiple scales would be required to take on these 

projects. Funding linked to short-term political cycles is insufficient to deal with long-term complex 

challenges, and it is therefore necessary that a resilience fund is established that operates across 

local, state, and national levels. This would require all scales of investment, ranging from community 

grants, research grants, small-scale private sponsorship, crowdfunding, investments from large 

corporations, funding from government bodies, and funding from global organisations such as the 

World Bank or United Nations.  

It has been recognised throughout this research that a fast disaster is often a catalyst for 

bringing community together, only for things to return to business as usual once the disaster has 

passed. The development of resilience strengthening projects aims to further cultivate bonds that 

bring community together. Building resilience is an act of building community. Developing the skills, 

knowledge, and adaptive capacity of community to face increasing levels of risk, is in turn, building 

the political agency of community. The projects outlined here are a small sample of what needs to 

be undertaken within the context of community resilience. As this research has brought to light, 

each community faces its own specific set of circumstances and challenges that must be addressed. 

As global issues become increasingly complex, design also becomes more complex in its nature. 

Change is inevitable. The role of design in this milieu is to identify ways of creating change — to 

make things better, rather than worse. Advancing the embedded design potential of communities of 

resilience is one step towards positive change for sustainable futures. 
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APPENDIX 1: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS  
 
Your gender: 
 

 
Male Female  Prefer not to say 

 
 
Your age group: 

 
 

18 to 24           25 to 39                      40 to 54 
 
 

55 to 69          70 to 84                    85+ 
 

 
 
How long have you lived in this community? 

 
 0-1 year               2-5 years                6 -10 years 

 
 
11 -15 years         16-25 years             26+ years 
 
 
 

 What is your region, town, suburb or city of residence? 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Were you born in Australia? 

 
 

Yes No 
 

How would you describe your origins/ ancestry? (E.g., Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, 

Australian, English, Italian, German, Chinese, Indonesian etc.) 
 
 

 
 
 
Which of the following best describes your current situation? 

 
 

Full-time paid                 Part time paid employment                  Self employed 
 

Unemployed         Full time student               Retired                  Full time parent or carer 
 
 
 
What is your current job description? 

 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________



Q1. What do you believe are the main benefits/ positives of living in this region? 
 
Q2. What do you believe are the main vulnerabilities/ weaknesses within this region? 
 
a. environmental issues 
b. climate related issues 
c. social issues 
d. economic issues 
e. policy/governance issues 
 
Q3. Do you believe these vulnerabilities are currently being addressed? If so, how? 
(e.g., is action being taken by local, state or federal government, community groups, 
volunteers?)  
 
Q4. What could be done differently to reduce these vulnerabilities? What needs to changed 
or be improved? 
 
Q5.What are main your concerns for the long term future of your region? 
 
Q6. What do you understand is meant by the term, ‘community resilience’? 
 
Q7. Is there a difference between how you think of your local community now as to in the 
past? How has it changed? 
 
Q8. What do you do to involve yourself with your local community outside of work? (e.g., 
are you a member of a club or group, do you participate in volunteer work, do you attend 
community events) 

 

Q9. How do you involve/ engage community in decisions regarding the future of your  
region? What is the process? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



APPENDIX 2: SURVEY QUESTIONS 
 
Your gender: 
 

 
Male Female 

 
 
Your age group: 

 
 

18 to 24           25 to 39                      40 to 54 
 
 

55 to 69          70 to 84                    85+ 
 

 
 
How long have you lived in this community? 

 
 0-1 year               2-5 years                6 -10 years 

 
 
11 -15 years         16-25 years             26+ years 
 
 
 

 Your region, town, or city of residence? 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Were you born in Australia? 

 
 

Yes No 
 

How would you describe your origins/ ancestry? (E.g., Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, 

Australian, English, Italian, German, Chinese, Indonesian etc.) 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Which of the following best describes your current situation? 

 
 

Full-time paid                 Part time paid employment                  Self-employed 
 

Unemployed         Full time student               Retired                  Full time parent or carer 
 
 
 
 
If employed, what is your current job description? 

 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________



Q1. What do you believe are the main benefits/ positives of living in this region? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q2. What do you believe are the main vulnerabilities/ weaknesses within this region?  

 

a. environmental issues 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

b. climate related issues  

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

c. social issues  

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

d. economic issues 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

e. policy/governance issues  

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q3. Do you believe these vulnerabilities are currently being addressed? If so, how? 
(e.g., is action being taken by local, state or federal government, community groups, volunteers?)  

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 



Q4. What do you believe could be done differently to reduce these vulnerabilities? What needs to 
change or be improved? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q5.What are your main concerns for the long-term future of your region? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Q6. What do you understand is meant by the term, ‘community resilience’? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q7. Is there a difference between how you think of your local community now as to in the past? 
How has it changed? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q8. How do you involve yourself with your local community? (e.g., connecting with neighbours, 
member of a club or group, participating in volunteer work, attending community events) 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q9. Would you like to be more involved in decisions regarding the future of your community and 
region? If so, how? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 




