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Introduction
The Northern Rivers Recovery and Resilience Program 
(NRRRP) is a $150 million joint initiative of the Australian 
and NSW Governments, designed to support the Northern 
Rivers region in recovering from the catastrophic 2022 
floods, and to strengthen resilience against future 
disasters. The program is made up of 36 projects to reduce 
risk, build community capacity, and enable evidence-based 
preparedness and recovery. 

The Regional Community Flood Risk Awareness Project is 
one of these projects, and aims to improve flood awareness 
and preparedness across the Northern Rivers.

Research
As part of the project, the NSW Reconstruction 
Authority (RA) commissioned a comprehensive social 
research study to understand how residents across 
the Northern Rivers think and feel about floods, and 
how prepared they are. Cred Consulting undertook 
this research for the RA.

Conducted in late 2024 - early 2025, this research 
provides a snapshot of community attitudes towards 
preparedness and is guiding the development of a 
flood awareness campaign for the region. It will also 
allow tracking of awareness levels and behaviour 
change over time. This research was completed prior 
to ex-Tropical Cyclone Alfred in March 2025, which 
also caused flooding in the region.

Main findings
Flooding is a part of life in the Northern Rivers: 
	• 87% have experienced flooding.

	• Almost 9 in 10 believe their local area will be 
affected again. 

	• Three-quarters believe a flood will personally 
affect them.

Despite this awareness, preparedness is low: among 
those people who think their local area will flood, 
one-third say they feel unprepared, and almost half 
have not taken any preparedness action.

A survey of 1,222 people 
through a mixed-mode 

approach of telephone and 
online surveying

Methods

Seven face-to-face  
focus groups  

with a total of 69 
residents from each of the 

Northern Rivers LGAs

Five online focus groups 
with a total of 38  

Northern Rivers residents 
from key cohorts

11 interviews  
with key 

stakeholders
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Flood experiences 
Almost everyone who took part in the research had 
experienced flooding, and many had experienced 
multiple events. Most referred to the 2022 floods 
and the trauma associated with them. 

Some only became aware of their flood risk 
when their home or community was impacted 
for the first time. Organisations that supported 
communities to prepare, respond and recover from 
floods reported that long-term funding is required 
to support social recovery. 

Flood impacts 
Participants recognised that flood impacts are not 
always caused by water entering homes. Impacts can 
also come from being cut off from essential services, 
food and supplies. 

Uncertainty about  
future floods 
Some long-term residents who once felt confident 
in their knowledge of local flood risk - said they 
now feel uncertain. They described floods as less 
predictable and changing in nature. 

Participants also expressed concern that their 
flood risk is increasing due to population growth 
and more development. Most agreed that future 
floods were likely, serious and concerning, with 
unpredictability a key worry. Many discussed 
the need for more supporting infrastructure, like 
levees and improved drainage.

Concern about flood 
Most participants expressed concern about flooding 
in their local area:

	• 38% said they are very concerned.

	• 34% said they are somewhat concerned.

Many anticipated future impacts. Participants were 
more likely to think floods would affect their local 
area rather than themselves directly. If they were 
personally affected in the next five years, 50% 
believed the impact would be serious. 

� 3Social research key insights



Evacuation attitudes and 
behaviours
Most participants (68%) said they had never been 
advised to evacuate. Of the 32% who had, just over 
half (222 people) left, while others stayed for a 
range of reasons. This was often because they felt 
safe enough or lived on high ground, or because 
they had dependents and couldn’t risk travelling 
on flood impacted roads. Some participants noted 
difficulty in receiving timely evacuation orders 
because of difficulties with communications.

Groups more likely to evacuate when given official 
advice:
	• Men (64%) compared to women (50%)

	• Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander participants 
(81%) compared to non-Aboriginal or Torres 
Strait Islander participants (53%)

	• People aged 25-44 (72%) compared to other 
age groups (47%).

Groups less likely to evacuate included:

	• Long-term residents (20+ years in the region: 
50%) compared to newer residents  
(5-10 years: 23%).

	• People in detached houses (50%) compared to 
those in apartment (85%). 

Living in a high-risk flood area did not always make 
people more likely to evacuate. Looking ahead, 
around half of participants said they would follow 
official advice in a future flood, while others would 
rely on their own judgement. A small number were 
unsure what they would do.

Evacuation information 
Experiences with evacuation information varied. 
While a majority (60%) of those asked to evacuate 
felt adequately informed, nearly a third (31%) 
wanted more local detail. Those who felt under-
informed were also more likely to express concern 
about flooding. Suggestions included clearer, year-
round preparedness messaging and better support 
to follow emergency advice.

Flood preparation 
Many participants had already taken steps to prepare 
and showed a willingness to do more. The top actions 
reported were:

75%
Knowing the flood risk 
to the area or home

72%
Mental preparation to fill 
the car and pack a bag

69%
Emergency phone 
numbers

66%
Investigate safe routes 
and places to go

59%
Spoken with family

Preparation was more common among:

83%
Those who had  
evacuated  
after receiving 
evacuation advice

72%
Those who  
had evacuated  
during the most  
recent flood

67%
Those who were very 
concerned about 
flooding in their area

67%
Those who perceived it 
very likely for flooding 
to affect them within 
the next five years

Barriers to preparedness included not feeling at risk, 
lack of money, time or resources, physical or mobility 
issues and knowing how to prepare.
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Flood information sources
Most participants said they used a mix of formal 
and informal sources to get information during 
floods. Online resources were the most used 
overall. 

The most common sources were the Bureau of 
Meteorology, NSW SES, word-of-mouth, local 
media and phone apps.  

	• Around 70% relied on relied on Government 
sources. 

	• 72% used word-of-mouth.

	• 59% used local online community groups (like 
Facebook).

	• Women (76%) were more likely than men (64%) 
to rely on informal sources.

	• Older participants (65+, 83%) were more likely 
than younger participants (18-34, 72%) to rely 
on word-of-mouth from friends and neighbours.

	• Middle-aged participants (35-64, 67%) were 
more likely than older participants (65+, 45%) 
to use online community groups. 

	• More than half were aware of the new 
Australian Warning System, and most agreed it 
was easy to understand.

Communicating flood 
information 
Connectivity problems during floods (power, phone 
and internet outages) meant people often relied on 
informal channels like word-of-mouth.

Focus groups called for:

	• More localised and accurate information, 
shared by trusted local voices.

	• Clear, easy-to understand language.

	• A balance of digital tools (like real-time data 
and dashboards) with traditional channels 
(radio, letter box drops) to reach those without 
digital access. 

Interviews also suggested that 
telecommunications infrastructure could be made 
more resilient to withstand floods.

Trusted communication channels

Most used across region:

Bureau of Meteorology
Ballina	 82%
Byron	 78%
Clarence	 79%
Kyogle	 71%
Lismore	 83%
Richmond	 73%
Tweed	 77%

Word of mouth
Ballina	 79%
Byron	 64%
Clarence	 72%
Kyogle	 73%
Lismore	 77%
Richmond	 66%
Tweed	 74%

Different results across the region:

Phone apps
Kyogle	 77%
Tweed	 53%

Flood cameras
Tweed	 40%

Council websites  
and Facebook
Kyogle	 65%
Clarence	 53%
Richmond	 54%
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Place insights 
Insights at the LGA level show how flood experiences 
and preparedness differ across the Northern Rivers. 

Source: Cred Consulting
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Next steps

Flood risk is well understood across 
the community, but many people still 
aren’t taking steps to prepare.

The challenge now is helping people 
move from awareness to action 
through sharing trusted information 
and practical advice that makes it 
easier to be flood ready.

The insights from this research will 
help shape the next phase of the 
Regional Community Flood Risk 
Awareness Project. It provides a 
strong foundation for designing a 
tailored flood awareness campaign 
and programs that speak directly 
to the needs of communities in the 
Northern Rivers.

The next steps include:

	• Design and launch a region-wide campaign with 
the NSW SES that:

	– reflects community voices

	– builds on trusted local communication channels

	– 	addresses the barriers to preparedness 
identified in the research.

	• Develop tools and resources to support residents 
and communities in taking practical steps to 
prepare for floods.

	• Partner with NSW SES, local councils and 
organisations to deliver clear, trusted and locally 
relevant messages.

	• Track changes in awareness, attitudes and 
preparedness over time.

By building on these insights and working closely 
with community, the Regional Community Flood Risk 
Awareness Project will help communities across the 
Northern Rivers be flood ready.
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