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The 2026 Iain 
McCalman Lecture
Monday 2 Mar, 6.00-8.00pm

Communities in an era of compounding 
disasters: stories of hope from the Northern 
Rivers

Presented by Dr Rebecca McNaught 



Welcome to Country

Binowee Bayles

Metropolitan Local Aboriginal 
Land Council



Welcome from the Sydney 
Environment Institute

Professor David Schlosberg

Director
Sydney Environment Institute



Introduction to the Lecture 

Professor Vicki Flood

Head of Rural Clinical School
University Centre for Rural Health
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The University of Sydney

Acknowledging First Nations 
Country and Colleagues

Credit: Talah Laurie, UCRH



The University of Sydney

Northern Rivers region, New South Wales, Australia

Credit: Regional 
Development Australia
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Credit: Olivia Katz photography



The University of Sydney
Credit: Olivia Katz photography



The University of Sydney



The University of Sydney
Credit: Sarah Wood photography



The University of Sydney

“The mindset about 
climate adaptation needs 
to shift away from siloed 
views on climate change 

to overall wellbeing”

____________

Youssef Nassef
UNFCCC

Credit: Photo by IISD/ENB
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Overview

1. Compounding disasters context

2. Community action after floods

3. Our embedded research

4. Calls to action

Credit: Kathie Heyman
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Compounding disasters context
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Compound Disaster Event – Northern Rivers 2022

La Niña
event 

Ongoing 
precipitation 
= saturated 

soil

Floods Direct 
impacts to 
housing, 
business, 

health, road 
infrastructure Landslides

Cascading impacts on employment, 
health, education, culture, 

environment, tourism industry, 
agriculture   

Zscheischler et al. 2020, A typology 
of compound weather and climate 
events, Nature Reviews, Earth and 
Environment, Vol. 1, Issue 7, Pages 
333-347.



The University of Sydney

Compounding disasters - clear need for adaptation

2019
Severe drought

2021
Persistent high rainfall 

and minor flooding 
throughout the year

2023
October 

Bushfires

2025
March Cyclone Alfred

Flood, wind, high 
tides

2017
March flood

(11.59m at Lismore)

2019-2020
Black Summer

Bushfires

2022
Feb-March floods

(14.4m at Lismore)

2024
January flood
Tweed Shire

Credit: Kathie Heyman



The University of Sydney
Credit: @gregoconnor



The University of Sydney

Credit image: Byron Council



The University of Sydney

Catastrophic flooding & landslips in Feb and 
March 2022

• Costliest flood in Australia’s history ($3.3 billion, 
197,000 insurance claims) 

• Rainfall was exceptional = highest weekly total 
was 1346 mm at Uki, Tweed Shire

• Approximately 11,000 homes flooded, 4000 
uninhabitable



The University of Sydney Credit image: ABC NEWS 
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Floods have significant impacts on physical and mental health



The University of Sydney

“They were quoted $27,000 a year 
for flood insurance on their homes or 

told they were uninsurable” (pg. 71) 

NSW Government Inquiry into the response to major flooding across NSW in 2022 - Select 
Committee Goonellebah hearing transcript
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Community action after floods



The University of Sydney Credit: Maythee Voran via Shutterstock



The University of Sydney Credit: Olivia Katz photography



The University of Sydney Credit: ABC NEWS 
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Women's flood recovery efforts



The University of Sydney Credit: Olivia Katz photography



The University of Sydney

Women’s informal 
disaster work is 

invisible

Credit: Rebecca McNaught
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Women’s informal 
disaster work is 

invisible

Credit: Olivia Katz photography



The University of Sydney

“Partnerships between all agencies, organisations and 
communities help build engaged and resilient communities”

GLOBAL NATIONAL STATE LOCAL



The University of Sydney Credit: Bronwyn Elliott
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Formal recognition of and support for community contributions



The University of Sydney

Our embedded research



The University of Sydney

*Informal community networks stepped up in extraordinary ways
*Calls for a regional voice and peer network
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An alliance is born – December 2023



The University of Sydney

March 2024
72 people from 50 grass roots groups & NGOs met for the first time 
since the floods



The University of Sydney

Vision: 

to be a self-sustaining, 
trusted alliance of place-
based, community-led 
resilience groups and 
organisations

Northern Rivers 
Community 

Resilience Alliance 
is 87% female

Sharing 
knowledge 

and 
resources

Providing 
mutual 

support and 
wellbeing

Taking 
collective 

action 

Advocating 
for identified 
community 

needs

Objectives:



The University of Sydney

What we do to support the alliance:

1. Research support
2. Support to NRCRA coordinator
3. Exchange visits
4. Monitoring, evaluation, 
accountability and learning plan 

ALLIANCE 
WORK

WIDER 
POLICY/

PRACTICE



The University of Sydney Credit: Kathie Heyman



The University of Sydney

Gathering of the Alliance – July 2025 Murwillumbah

Credit: Kathie Heyman, NRCRA



The University of Sydney

Alliance funders:

• Northern Rivers Community Foundation

• Foundation for Rural and Regional Renewal

• NSW Reconstruction Authority

• Australian Government

• NRMA Help Fund

• Countless in-kind contributions

USER NOTE:
Add alt text for images that convey 
information, otherwise, mark it as 

decorative. 



The University of Sydney Credit: Olivia Katz photography



The University of Sydney

Credit: Northern Rivers Community 

Foundation, Lisa Sorgini
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The University of Sydney Credit: Northern Rivers Community Foundation, Nat McComas 
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Calls to action



The University of Sydney

Calls to action – Policy makers

1. Anticipate community 
mutual support in rural 
and regional 
communities

2. Support a paradigm shift 
in decentralisation and 
inclusion in disaster 
decisions

3. Recognition of 
communities through 
formal linkages

Credit: Olivia Katz photography



The University of Sydney

Calls to action - Donors

1. Fund a national 
community resilience 
fund, not fossil fuels

2. Distribute the resilience 
fund through ongoing 
small granting cycles

3. Support place based 
rurally led research

Credit: Petr Matous



The University of Sydney

Calls to action - Universities

1. Research should do 
no harm – no survey 
without service

2. Provide in person and 
remote opportunities 
for rural HDR & ECRs

3. Always provide 
feedback to rural 
participants (in novel 
formats)Credit: Georgina Inwood UCRH



The University of Sydney

Calls to action – Practitioners

1. Invest in disaster 
practitioners at the local 
level

2. Support skills 
development in 
practitioners and 
volunteers

3. Support the supporters
Credit: Olivia Katz photography



“Reliance on volunteer labour for recovery will likely 
reach its limit unless community efforts, care work and 

equity are better supported”….. 

“The key challenge is to foster community driven 
adaptation within broader government efforts that better 
address interdependencies and escalating climate risks” 

____________

National Climate Risk Assessment - 2025



The University of Sydney

In honour of 
Jenny McNaught

1953-2025



The University of Sydney

Thank you!

For more information please contact:

rebecca.mcnaught@sydney.edu.au

mailto:ebecca.mcnaught@sydney.edu.au
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Respondent

Beck Dawson

Practitioner-in-residence
Henry Halloran Urban & Regional 
Research Initiative 



The University of Sydney

Ask a question:



The University of Sydney

Connect with us

seisydney.bsky.social

Sydney Environment Institute

sydney.edu.au/sei

sei.info@sydney.edu.au

Subscribe to 
our newsletter



The University of Sydney

Register now!

Storytelling for Earthy Survival- Celebrating 
Thom van Dooren, recipient of the BBVA 
Foundation’s Biophilia Award

Thur 19 Mar, 5:30-7:15pm
The University of Sydney

Fri 13 Mar, 3:30-6:30pm
The University of Sydney

Climate Futures: Indigenous Knowledge & 
Student Action
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