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National Coordinator-General National Drought and North 
Queensland Flood Recovery & Response Agency (NDNQFRRA) 

The Hon Shane L Stone AC QC 

 

Good morning and thank you. Great to be back in Darwin and to be with 

you today. 

As you are aware I lead the National Drought and North Queensland 

Flood Recovery & Response Agency (NDNQFRRA). Formerly the North 

Queensland Livestock Recovery Agency (NQLRA). I am particularly 

pleased to welcome Tracey Hayes, member of our Advisory Board, 

members of my staff and including Jane Mack one of our local Regional 

Recovery Officers who is part of a network on the road strategically 

located around Australia. 

To our host the Lord Mayor of Darwin the Honourable Kon Vatskalis 

President of LGANT, Councillor Linda Scott President of the Australian 

Local Government Association, Mayors, Shire Presidents, Aldermen, staff 

and my fellow Territorians. Both my parents were in local government – 

my late father was the last Shire President of Wodonga and first Mayor of 

the Rural City of Wodonga in 1973 and my mother Pam Stone OAM still 
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living at age 92 was the first woman elected to the Wodonga City Council 

in 1977 – not that long ago - and thereafter first female deputy Mayor and 

Mayor of Wodonga in 1985 - 86. Two separate parklands in Wodonga 

West where we lived as a family (my father was principal of the local State 

School), are named the Les Stone Park and Pam Stone Park 

commemorating and celebrating lives of service and dedication to the 

local community. Both were very engaged and emersed in the work and 

advocacy of the ALGA and Victorian chapter. I had it drilled into me at an 

early age that in public life the Shire President and Mayor come first – 

never forget to acknowledge them when you are on their patch was the 

sage advice of my father and mother. As Chief Minister I did exactly that 

without exception. 

So, in a sense notwithstanding I had retired from Territory politics 

undefeated, had served 6 years as the Federal President of the Liberal 

Party during the Howard Government, had enjoyed a successful business 

career in the 20 years thereafter when I hit 68, I put my feet up. It was the 

monsoonal event of January 2019 and the ensuing floods in north and 

north west Queensland that caused Prime Minister Scott Morrison to pick 

up the phone. I was having a nice life pretty much retired when he 

prevailed on me to enter this new world of disaster management, recovery 

and planning. I had experienced the Katherine floods in 1998 and worked 
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alongside that community experiencing the pain, trauma and heartbreak 

firsthand but that was a fleeting engagement. 

I was about to understand the reality and importance of my presentation 

today styled ‘Connecting to Disaster Funding’. I hit the ground running. 

The Prime Minister had impressed on me that he had formed a view that 

the local mayors in the most devastated LGAs were key. He spoke at 

length about their advocacy, passion and belief in their communities. He 

conscripted me as a full time Australian Public Servant and head of 

Agency in the Department of Prime Minister & Cabinet and instructed I 

would have an Advisory Board and membership was mandated to include 

a local mayor, at that time Greg Campbell Mayor of Cloncurry. 18 months 

on he was succeeded by Gavan Baskett Mayor of Winton. I in turn 

recruited Bruce Scott OAM the retiring Mayor of Bacau notwithstanding 

his LGA had not been flooded as one of my principal advisors, a role he 

continues in 2 ½ years after the flood event.  

Now I could understand those who say if there is such a level of 

confidence why then is Local Government not part of the National 

Cabinet? Why the resistance and hesitation from both sides of politics to 

recognising local government in the Australian Constitution. These are 

battles you still need to fight but, in the meantime, more and more is being 

asked and demanded of local government in disaster zones – flood, 
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drought, bushfires, cyclones, hailstorms, grass hoppers, mouse plagues 

to name but a few. Queensland is disaster central year in year out, but 

they do not have a mortgage on the title. We have just had cyclone Seroja 

in Western Australia that struck well outside the cyclone zone with 

devastating consequences. 

The engagement of local government is challenging – in my observation 

most rise to the occasion and do well. It is variable depending on what 

you are actually in charge of – dogs, cats and rubbish bins or roads, 

infrastructure, buses, ferries and power - this is not an exclusive list. It 

differs all around Australia. Most LGAs have a disaster co-ordinator of 

sorts usually wrapped up in another role and a committee that helps 

oversight local events working with the SES, ADF, police, fire, ambulance, 

State agencies and the not-for-profit sector. 

The real challenge for local government is capacity, funding and a 

leadership teams that gets the job done. 

On capacity if you are small, you simply do not have the staff and 

necessary skill sets. Funding has been hit and miss although I am about 

to walk you through what I have delivered managing effective partnerships 

between the Commonwealth and some States and local government. In 

north west QLD local government stepped up and leadership was on full 

display in spades. 
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You will note from media bulletins and State agency updates one recurring 

theme is the way disaster funding and support is delivered based on 

LGAs. You will hear a constant reference in disaster related 

announcements to areas defined by LGA boundaries. It does not follow 

that funds are flowing direct to local government but in a more direct 

approach by the Commonwealth its has become the case in both flood 

and drought is some circumstances.  

For example, in the most recent east coast floods it has been announced 

that a total of 63 local government areas in New South Wales and 7 in 

Queensland are receiving assistance under the joint Australian and State 

Government Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements (DRFA). There 

the states have the lead through Resilience NSW, QRA and QRIDA. That 

is quite different where LGA’s are in charge. For example, as the full scale 

of the 2019 flood event in NW QLD unfolded Prime Minister Morrison 

directed that the 14 LGA’s most impacted receive a direct grant of $1 

million each. Funds were used for a range of activities including carcase 

disposal and rate relief. This was in addition to the joint DRFA 

arrangements.  

Overall, to date, over $797 million of Australian government assistance 

has been expended to help the region get back on its feet, in the form of 
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payments, grants and loans, either directly to affected individuals, 

businesses, communities and importantly local councils. 

In the last federal budget 2020-21 I secured the repurposing of $58 million 

funding for locally led recovery and resilience projects in North 

Queensland. All 14 LGA’s have taken a leading role in leading grant 

applications ranging from economic diversification, telecommunications, 

mental health and energy improvement.  

In response to on the ground feedback, my Agency also partnered with 

local councils to hold grant application writing workshops in the north-east 

and north-west Queensland regions. 

The 15 grant writing workshops attracted 246 participants whose 

feedback was overwhelmingly positive.  

In December 2019 Prime Minister Morrison added the national drought to 

my responsibilities. I oversee 25 programmes across 9 departments and 

agencies. One was the Drought Communities Program (DCP). Over 180 

LGAs impacted by drought based on a formula around State drought 

declaration and the number of locals employed in agriculture received 

grants ranging from $500,000 to $1 million. NT examples include Central 

Desert and Barkly. Administered through the Commonwealth Department 

of Infrastructure it fell to me to see firsthand how this money was being 

spent. In a number of subsequent rounds some LGA’s managed a further 
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grant. I am pleased to report that with rare except Local Government 

stepped up and did an outstanding job of competing projects and 

acquitting expenditure. My message to the Prime Minister was and 

remains local government can be trusted.  

The most defining aspect of our work is that we bring hope, and we deliver 

in a timely way. We cut through the log jams of congestion around form 

filling and monies paid. We have aptly been described by Prime Minister 

Morrison as his congestion busters. We greatly value the working 

relationship we have local government so make the most of it. 

One recent development you may not be aware of Federal Minister David 

Littleproud announced a Drought Resilience and Innovation Hub for 

Darwin. 

Funded by the Future Drought Fund, the Hub will be based at Charles 

Darwin University with four nodes in Katherine, Alice Springs, Broome and 

Perth. 

The hub is a consortium that will come together, with a mix of public and 

private funding, to address local drought resilience issues – including 

research, development, extension, adoption and innovation priorities. 

It is good to see that the Northern Territory Cattleman’s Association, 

Kimberley Pilbara Cattlemen’s Association, Northern Territory Farmers 
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Association, Territory Natural Resource Management, the Rangelands 

NRM Coordinating Group, Regional Development Australia NT, and the 

WA and NT governments working together to make this happen.  

Finally in summary I want to touch on an important development at the 

Federal level. We are on the cusp of the establishment of a new Agency 

by the Morrison Government in the Department of Prime Minister & 

Cabinet in response to the recommendations of the Royal Commission 

into National Natural Disaster Arrangements following the devastating 

bushfires. Prime Minister Morrison will make this announcement in the 

time ahead. Whatever the shape, function and leadership the real 

challenge is to reduce the effects of natural disasters rather than just 

cleaning up after them. As a Nation we are good at mopping up, cleaning 

up, we are after all the land of drought and flooding plains in this sunburnt 

country of ours, but it is simply not sustainable for the taxpayer and rate 

payer to keep picking up the tab. If you want a good example of 

preparedness or resilience if you prefer, look no further than the NT. 

Darwin was a shanty town at the time of Cyclone Tracey, a category 3 in 

1974. For those who need reminding Tracy killed 71 people, caused $837 

million in damage, or approximately $6.85 billion in 2019 dollars. Tracey 

destroyed more than 70 percent of Darwin's buildings, including 80% of 

houses. Today we Territorians take cyclones in our stride largely assisted 
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by strict building codes, responsible planning, regular community clean 

ups and strict management of certain trees such as African mahoganies 

and coconut trees (coconuts become cannonballs in a cyclone). The Top 

End community is largely aware of what is expected of them before, during 

and after cyclone periods. Territorians get the general strategies of being 

ready. Betterment is largely a fact in the NT, not an option. Our drainage 

points are overengineered and an extensive cyclone shelter network is on 

hand to keep our people safe. Over 20 years ago we started 

undergrounding power in Darwin city which remains a work in progress. 

The Insurance Council tells we spend 97% on the clean-up and 3% on 

mitigation, preparedness and resilience. 

Governments at every level are paying an unacceptable cost in putting it 

all back together again, over and over again. We have 100 years of data 

documenting catastrophes so time to ask the hard questions. The tragedy 

is that most floods and bushfires are predictable. We probably cannot 

prevent all flooding, storm surges, hailstorms, earthquakes, fires, cyber -

attacks, viruses and droughts but we can mitigate the damage.  

The public also have to step up – it’s called shared responsibility. It is 

estimated that many are not prepared, in NSW 13% of households have 

no insurance. In Victoria the figure is 7%. In QLD particularly the tropics 
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the situation is worse. I suspect we Territorians are seriously under 

insured.  

There is much to be done and local government will be at the centre of 

disaster management in this country if I have my way however you need 

to be properly funded and upskilled to get the job done.  

Thank you for inviting me to present at today’s conference. 


