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Executive Summary 
In the aftermath of a disaster the volume of legal issues faced by a community 

increases s ignif icantly . The provis ion of ef fect ive post-disaster legal services 

requires an evidence base for service models buil t on c lear documentat ion and 

test ing of pi lot programs. The Cl imate and Sustainabi l ity Pol icy Research (CASPR) 

Group was commiss ioned by the South Austral ian Attorney General ’s  Department 

to evaluate the South Austra l ian Bushf ire Legal Project , p i loted fol lowing the 

bushfires of January 3rd 2020.  

Method 

The project used three methods of data col lect ion to evaluat ion the South 

Austra l ian Legal Project :   

>  Benchmarking: academic and grey l iterature was reviewed to determine 

internat ional best pract ice for post-disaster service provision.  

>  Qualitat ive interviews: semi-st ructured interviews were conducted with 

project staff  and community members about their experiences of the 

model . Interview transcr ipts were coded themat ical ly to ident i fy key themes 

which informed the evaluat ion.  

>  Quantitative analysis : project stakeholders provided secondary data on 

the project ’s act iv it ies , part ic ipat ion, c l ient numbers , types of quer ies and 

interventions.  This data was analysed to generate descr ipt ive stat ist ics 

about the project ’s act iv it ies and scope.  

Benchmarking 

A systemat ic review of academic and grey l iterature determined international 

best pract ice in post-disaster legal service provis ion across four key areas :  

>  Community and cl ient engagement: research found that  effect ive 

engagement with disaster af fected communit ies can be faci l itated through 

working with trusted on-the-ground organisat ions who can vouch for 

unfamil iar service providers ,  outreach act iv i t ies and ta i lor ing services and 

mater ials to suit  the community.  Where services fa i l to reach part icular 

communit ies ,  del ivery should be revised to better serve these under-served 

groups.  
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>  Collaborative practice: ident ify ing and working with ex ist ing services,  

organisat ions and resources is important to better engage the community 

and deliver broader and hol ist ic services within budgetary rest r ict ions . 

Research notes the importance of respect ing partners’  expert ise and 

allowing grass-roots organisat ions to lead in it iat ives and be involved in 

planning.    

>  Effect ive planning and resource al location: l i terature indicates that 

effect ive program planning that assesses an organisat ion’s resources and 

capacity ,  develops services before disasters occur to target the over lap 

between this capacity and community need, maps the target community to 

develop an understanding of community complex ity and ta i lors staf f  and 

volunteer tra in ing to ref lect  th is understanding enhances program 

effect iveness .  

>  Services provided and mode of delivery:  previous disaster response 

efforts have found that best pract ice for service del ivery includes taking a 

trauma-informed approach and developing services that able to be 

del ivered remotely and f lex ib ly , and access should be s impl if ied to ease 

c l ient use. Previous in it iat ives suggest that key legal needs post-disaster 

wil l  inc lude insurance, tenancy issues,  document replacement , advocacy,  

access ing government rel ief and ear ly legal advice on smal ler community 

issues.   

Best pract ice requires that how each of these elements are enacted var ies across 

the disaster l i fecycle .  

Findings 

Semi-st ructured interviews with project staff  and community members provided 

key ins ights into the achievements , chal lenges and suggested future 

improvements to the model t r ia l led . 

Achievements 

>  Community engagement: the Legal Project ’s  most commonly noted 

achievement was the effect ive engagement of the community . In part icular , 

outreach act iv it ies and commitment to community integrat ion was 

applauded.  

>  Service collaboration: interview part ic ipants highl ighted that the project 

staf f col laborated effect ively with services and resources both within the 

community and from the project team’s profess ional networks.  This meant 
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that the project was able to provide c l ients with hol ist ic services and 

knowledge on areas outs ide of the team’s expert ise .  Col laborat ion also 

improved cl ient engagement and capacity to service the community.     

>  Building trust and rapport: t rust  was repeatedly ment ioned as a 

requirement for successful service provis ion in a rural community , with 

many part ic ipants shar ing that gain ing the trust of community members 

was integral to the model’s success .   

>  Staffing character istics:  the success of the model was att r ibuted to 

part icular character ist ics of the project staf f who were f lex ib le , adaptable 

and relatable to the community.  Community respondents in part icular 

emphasised the need for projects to send ‘the r ight person’ to do the job.  

>  Specific services/materials:  some services and mater ia ls were highl ighted 

as examples of effect ive in it iat ives.  These included an explanatory 

f lowchart  for nat ive vegetat ion law, f i re-proof satchels for important 

documents,  and a telephone hot l ine.  

Challenges 

>  Timing: almost a l l respondents stated that the legal project arrived far 

later than des ired post-disaster . This opened survivors up to legal 

vulnerabi l it ies as they lacked appropriate ear ly counsel when navigat ing 

insurance issues and predatory c lass act ion lawyers .   

>  Logistics:  pract ical elements of providing services in disaster af fected 

regions , such as t ransport and accommodat ion l imitat ions , were noted as 

obstacles to service del ivery.  Project staf f a lso highl ighted the challenge of 

del iver ing a service to a community they had no pre-ex ist ing relat ionship 

with , requir ing addit ional community outreach and trust bui lding to ensure 

the program’s effect iveness .  

>  Scope: the l imitat ion of the project services to part icular geographical 

areas prevented some affected businesses and community members from 

access ing needed help and informat ion to faci l itate future disaster 

preparedness.  The project durat ion was also seen to be too short to 

adequately support the community during disaster recovery. 
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Suggested improvements 

>  Earl ier deployment: respondents indicated that the legal project needed 

to be operat ional in the community as c lose to the disaster event as 

possib le.  

>  Extended project duration: disaster recovery and legal issues were 

est imated to cont inue beyond the project ’s  end date.  Part icipants noted 

that the two-year t imeframe should be extended in future projects , with a 

preference for local ly based outreach services in rural communit ies .   

>  Staff continuity:  Given the community ’s emphasis on t rust  and 

relat ionships,  extending an already t rusted project team’s engagement was 

preferable to br inging in new staff  or projects .  

>  Community engagement: i t  was suggested that cont inued engagement 

with the community after recovery would ensure the good work done by 

the project team to bui ld t rust  and rapport would not diss ipate pr ior to 

the next disaster . Respondents suggested that this was needed to maintain 

community relat ionships as wel l as build ing disaster preparedness. 

>  Extended project scope: respondents recommended that future projects 

should include the entire community,  rather than l imit ing service access to 

those in the immediate ‘ f ire scar’ .  They also suggested that community 

educat ion around preventat ive measures could be extended to include 

other disaster types.   

Specif ic recommendat ions are provided within the report addressing these 

chal lenges and suggested improvements .  
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Introduction 

This report delivers an 

overview of the 

achievements, challenges 

and areas for 

improvement identified in 

the review undertaken. 
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Introduction 
The Attorney’s General Department (South Austra l ia) commiss ioned the Cl imate 

and Sustainabi l ity Pol icy Research (CASPR) group to undertake an evaluat ion of a 

tr ia l  legal services del ivery project pi loted from 2020-2021 in August 2021. This 

report del ivers an overview of the achievements , chal lenges and areas for 

improvement identi f ied in the review undertaken.  

The evaluat ion included a comprehensive review of post-disaster service del ivery , 

the ident i f icat ion of internat ional best pract ice in post-disaster service provis ion, 

the review of outputs and data col lected during the project  and interviews with 

project stakeholders.  

Recommendat ions are included to ass ist  the project team in making 

improvements to future post-disaster legal service provis ion, and in meet ing 

internat ional best pract ice for post-disaster legal services .  
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Background 

From 1 November 2019 

onwards, the Australian 

and SA governments made 

a wide range of disaster 

recovery funding available 

for individuals, non-profits 

and businesses financially 

impacted by the bushfires. 

This report reviews one of 

the disaster recovery 

projects funded during this 

time - the South Australia 

Bushfire Legal Services 

Project. 
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Background 
Catastrophic f i re condit ions were forecast across South Austral ia for 20 

November 2019 and the Country Fire Service (CFS) declared a state-wide total 

f ire ban. A f i re endangered Yorketown on the Yorke Peninsula that day . A wind 

change then moved the f ire hazardously c lose to the township of Edithburgh. 

The f i re devastated seven homes and burned more than 5 ,000 hectares (ha).  

Peri lous f i re weather condit ions cont inued from spring into summer. In 

December,  st rong winds , low humidity and high temperatures again combined to 

create hazardous bushf ire condit ions ,  inc luding some areas with catastrophic f i re 

danger rat ings .  Near ly a l l  of SA recorded its highest ever accumulated forest  f ire 

danger index for December.  

On 20 December,  catastrophic f i re condit ions were forecast as the state 

sweltered through its fourth day of extreme heat .   

 

More than 200 bushf ires burned across the state that day , including a major f i re 

at Cudlee Creek in the Adela ide Hi l ls  that grew rapidly , endangering the 

townships of Mount Pleasant , Spr ington, Palmer , Cudlee Creek, Mount Torrens,  

Harrogate,  Inglewood, Gumeracha, Lobethal and Woodside.  

 



12  Review of the South Austra l ian Bushf ire Legal Services Project  

Over the next few days,  the f i re burned 23,000 ha before being control led . An 

elder ly man died in his home and 98 homes were destroyed as wel l as over 540 

outbuild ings and 325 vehic les . More than 40,000 ha were burned by f ires that 

started that day. 

Kangaroo Is land faced mult ip le dry l ightning str ikes on 20 December,  ignit ing 

f ires that took 11 days to contain.  F iref ight ing aircraft were ut i l ised to assist  

f iref ighters combating the blazes.  The is land’s f ire crews were st i l l  f ight ing these 

f ires when more l ightning str ikes in it iated several more f i res that combined to 

create the Ravine f i re complex on 30 December.  This f i re burned through 

isolated parts of a wilderness park in the north-west of the is land before st rong 

norther ly winds on 3 January caused the f ire to extend to the is land’s south 

coast before a wind change pushed it east .  

The Kangaroo Is land f i res burned 211,474 ha including one of SA’s most 

important ecological s ites,  F l inders Chase Nat ional Park .  The f i res on Kangaroo 

Is land ki l led two people, destroyed 87 homes and damaged hundreds of other 

bui ld ings .  The bushf ires that burned through Kangaroo Is land from 3 January 

2020 were the largest in the is land’s history and the catast rophic impact for 

people,  homes, nature,  tour ism and businesses is hard to over-state.  The f i res 

burned most of the western end of the is land, including 96 per cent of Fl inders 

Chase Nat ional Park.   

From 1 November 2019 onwards,  the Austra l ian and SA governments made a 

wide range of disaster recovery funding available for indiv iduals , non-prof its and 

businesses f inancia l ly impacted by the bushf ires.  E leven local government areas 

were l isted as el ig ib le for assistance measures that included personal hardship 

and dist ress ass istance, personal and financia l counsel l ing, counter disaster 

operat ions , reconstruct ion of essent ia l publ ic assets , and concessional interest 

rate loans for smal l  bus inesses ,  pr imary producers and non-prof it  organisat ions .  

This report reviews one of the disaster recovery projects funded during this t ime 

- the South Austral ia Bushf ire Legal Services Project .  The project was in it iated in 

recognit ion of the often signif icant needs that emerge in communit ies post-

disaster.  



 

  

Benchmarking 

We reviewed existing 

literature to determine 

international best 

practice in post-disaster 

legal response 
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Benchmarking 
A review of relevant academic and grey l iterature was conducted to determine 

internat ional best pract ice in post-disaster legal services (see Method sect ion for 

discuss ion of the search protocol) . By construct ing a framework elaborat ing the 

character ist ics and measures of internat ional best pract ice,  it enables 

measurement , comparison and evaluat ion of current pract ices.  

A benchmarking process provides a low-resource approach to current pol icy and 

pract ice , as compared with more in-depth evaluat ion exerc ises . Due to a lower 

impost on t ime, resources and data,  our benchmarking approach avoids the 

substant ial impediments that can arise when evaluat ing the success of current 

projects ,  programs and polic ies .  

In this sect ion we out l ine 

the key benchmarks of best 

pract ice uncovered by the 

l iterature review. This is  

the cr iter ia against which 

the South Austra l ian 

Bushf i re Legal Project was 

evaluated. We also 

highl ight some key 

proposals for 

improvements to post-

disaster service provis ion 

that might inform future 

developments for legal 

service provis ion.  

International best practice 
Our review ident i f ied that internat ional best pract ice in post-disaster service 

del ivery is shaped by three inter locking elements.  

F irst ly , there are f ive key elements of internat ional best pract ice in this area. 

These are:  (1 ) community and cl ient engagement , (2) col laborat ive pract ice,  (3 ) 

context awareness ,  (4) ef fect ive planning and resource al locat ion, and (5) 

services provided and mode of delivery .   
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Secondly,  these are underpinned by four character is t ics of the service being 

del ivered. These are (1) trauma informed, (2) community embedded, (3) 

community co-designed, and (4) cultural ly competent .  

Thirdly ,  to ref lect  internat ional best pract ice,  the service del ivery must be 

informed by the disaster l i fecycle ,  and ref lect th is in the ta i loring of the del ivery 

of services across the l i fecycle – prevention, preparedness ,  response and 

recovery.  
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Community and client engagement 

Engagement with affected communit ies and potent ia l cl ients is  crucia l to the 

effect iveness of any post-disaster service provis ion. The l iterature f lags lack of 

ex ist ing community relat ionships,  community mist rust of providers and inclus iv ity 

of service del ivery as potent ia l barr iers to the effect iveness of service provision 

(Baker et al 2019; Fairbrother & Tyler 2018; Giss ing et a l 2020; Wil l iams & 

Shepherd 2016; Wu et a l 2017) .  Several aspects of service provis ion were f lagged 

as indicat ive of best pract ice , most l ikely to overcome these barr iers .   

In an ideal s ituat ion, community engagement is a ‘ longer-term project ’ ,  and 

post-disaster service providers wi l l have bui lt up relat ionships with the 

community pr ior to any cr is is occurr ing to establ ish t rust ,  networks and cultural 

competence (Fairbrother & Tyler 2018; Garcia 2021; Mal igno & Rajotte 2019) .  In 

the absence of establ ished relat ionships,  services worked col laborat ively with 

services and community groups already embedded in the community who had 

the t rust  and community engagement needed to effect ively reach people 

impacted by disaster.  This a l lowed providers to gain access to the community 

more quick ly ,  as they had trusted partners to vouch for them, and also provided 

important community context around key issues ,  tens ions in the community and 

pre-exist ing inequal ity that might impact on post-disaster service provis ion 

(Mal igno & Rajotte 2019) .  S imilar ly , Wil l iams & Shepherd (2016, 2018) 

recommend viewing cl ient relat ionships as a long-term investment and 

recognis ing that survivors have expert ise in the exper iences of their disaster-

affected community and may be best placed to engage with fel low survivors and 

bui ld the community reputat ion and outreach of a service by spreading the 

word.  

Post-disaster services embrace a range of community outreach act iv it ies to 

engage the community and potentia l c l ients .  These include town meet ings held 

throughout affected regions ,  ‘know your r ights’  workshops , Q&A events ,  drop-in 

sess ions , and cross-platform advert is ing (Baker 2019; McKechnie 2019; Schwarz 

2020).  The aim of these in it ia l outreach in it iat ives is general ly to let  community 

members know that services are avai lable and how to access them, encourage 

potent ia l c l ients to see what k inds of legal issues might be addressed, and 

create a dia logue with the community so that providers can learn what concerns 

and issues are considered most important by the community . Some services 

reported amending ex ist ing intake forms to speci f ica l ly ask cl ients who 

presented for other (non-disaster) issues i f  they were disaster survivors . Those 

who responded aff i rmat ively were offered a separate appointment to discuss 

disaster-related needs .  
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It  is a lso important the services are ta i lored to suit  the target community.  In 

post-disaster areas this includes embracing a t rauma-informed approach and 

making sure al l  mater ials are access ible to the community (e .g . t rans lated, 

capt ioned where needed, del ivered appropriately through preferred mediums) .  

The l iterature highl ights the need to engage in broad and empathetic 

conversat ions with cl ients , being careful to avoid re-t raumat is ing disaster 

survivors by taking things s lowly and accepting as much informat ion as you can 

get at the t ime (rather than pushing for a l l  required information in it ia l ly )  

(Schwarz 2020).  Services need to be f lex ib le , understanding that some people 

may forget important detai ls , or be unaware that they are el ig ible for certa in 

forms of rel ief or legal recourse (Baker et a l 2019).  I f it  becomes apparent that 

certa in cohorts or communit ies are not being reached, pract ices need to be 

adapted to better engage with them – for instance, by involv ing members of the 

community in planning discuss ion to faci l itate service engagement.   

Ef fect ive community engagement was also aided by col laborat ive pract ice , 

appropriate preparat ion and ta i lor ing service use around affected communit ies ,  

as discussed further below.  

Collaborative practice 

Ident ify ing potentia l partners and exist ing resources to faci l itate col laborat ive 

working was another key element of best pract ice disaster response. As 

ident if ied above, for those service providers who do not have establ ished 

relat ionships in the community,  working with other service providers and 

grassroots organisat ions in the community can be an effect ive way to engage the 

community (Chong et a l . 2019; Wil l iams & Shepherd 2016).  The l iterature also 

highl ights barr iers to service provis ion around resourcing and logist ical elements 

of working in disaster-affected regions that can be addressed somewhat through 

col laborat ive pract ice.  For instance, col laborat ion offers a pathway for service 
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providers to f i l l knowledge gaps and connect c l ients with needed services 

outs ide of their scope, without st retching budgets to attempt to meet these in-

house (Wil l iams & Shepherd 2016, 2018).  In some instances , th is might include 

faci l itat ing contr ibut ions from law pract it ioners outside the jur isdict ion to 

bolster resources (there is a precedent for courts grant ing l imited pract ic ing 

pr iv i leges in disaster c ircumstances) ,  looking for opportunit ies to partner with 

organisat ions who faci l itate networks rather than provide services themselves ,  

and creat ing opportunit ies for networking in the f ie ld with conferences or other 

communicat ive engagement with other pract it ioners (Baker et al .  2019; Chong et 

a l .  2019; Fairbrother & Tyler 2018; Mal igno & Rajotte 2019; Ort iz-Ort iz & Penkoff 

2019).  Establ ishing working relat ionships that extend to space and off ice shar ing 

can also be highly useful where infrast ructure is l imited or impacted by the 

disaster.   

Partner ing with law schools can also be a good opt ion for legal organisat ions 

providing post-disaster services .  Law schools may already have connect ions with 

partners and other agencies ,  which al lows service providers access to these 

networks through collaborat ion (Baker et al . 2019).  Law students can also be an 

excellent source of f ree labour , whi le receiv ing an invaluable educat ional 

exper ience, and can help to enhance a service’s capacity and impact with 

minimal resources .  Several US-based legal c l in ic in it iat ives have used such 

col laborat ions to staf f  recovery centres and f ie ld c l in ics , provide research, 

remote advice and counsel , and ass ist with appl icat ions or appeals for benef its ,  

not ing that students can often do these things under supervis ion (Baker et a l 

2019; VanSingel 2019) .  

In terms of best pract ice,  the l iterature out l ines several considerat ions for 

services looking to work 

col laborat ively in their 

disaster response. This 

includes respect fu l 

engagement with local 

partners,  for instance in 

invit ing them to 

contr ibute to response 

planning, lett ing them 

lead in it iat ives and 

l istening to their 

expert ise in ident ify ing 

local needs and 

access ing local 
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knowledge, sk i l ls ,  and exper ience (Baker et a l .  2019; Chong et a l .  2019; 

Fairbrother & Tyler 2018; Mal igno & Rajotte 2019) . The l iterature also notes that 

local bus inesses can be over looked as partners,  but have much to offer services 

operat ing in disaster af fected areas and should be invited to col laborat ions 

(Chong et a l .  2019; Giss ing et a l .  2019) .  Baker et a l .  (2019) caut ion the need to 

be pat ient with on the ground partners who may have been affected by the 

disaster themselves . To best embrace a hol ist ic approach to service provis ion, 

legal services should also be famil iar with local organisat ions , community 

groups, health providers and others who may meet the needs of c l ients dur ing 

disaster t imes (Baker et a l . 2019; Giss ing et a l . 2019; Mal igno & Rajotte 2019) .   

As with community engagement,  establ ishing partnerships ahead of t ime and 

creat ing pipel ines for referra ls and f ie ld c l inics can enhance the outcomes of a 

post-disaster in it iat ive.   

Effective planning and resource allocation 

Research emphasises the importance of ef fect ive planning and resource 

al locat ion in the deployment of useful post-disaster services.  L imited resourcing 

was a key barr ier to post-disaster service provis ion identi f ied by previous efforts 

(Baker et al .  2019; Gissing et a l 2020) .  With this in mind, effect ive planning for 

post-disaster legal services should include an assessment of the organisat ion’s 

capacity ,  resources and key competencies . This a l lows organisat ions to ident i fy 

which of their sk i l ls  might address unmet c l ient needs, and focus l imited 

resources accordingly .  An ear ly assessment of resources and capacity a lso al lows 

legal organisat ions to ta i lor their services around what can feas ib ly be del ivered, 

for instance placing more emphasis on community educat ion to support c l ients ’  

capacity to advocate for themselves when funding l imits provider abil ity to 

del iver long-term advocacy (Schwarz 2020) .   

The l iterature also emphasised the importance of bui lding understanding of 

community context into planning and preparat ion efforts ,  and using this 

knowledge to ta i lor the services provided. For instance, mapping the target 

community to understand divers ity and complex ity that may impact on 

exper ience of disaster , as wel l  as key demographics,  div is ion or community 

cohesion can provide important informat ion on what and how services should be 

del ivered (Fairbrother & Tyler 2017; Ort iz-Ort iz & Penkoff 2019) . Staf f  and 

volunteer tra in ing that fac i l itates an understanding of the community context 

and cultural ly safe pract ice , post-disaster service del ivery needs including the 

impact of social inequal ity on disaster exper iences , and specif ic legal issues of 

relevance then ensure that th is knowledge f i lters into service del ivery (Chong et 
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a l .  2019; Hale et a l 2021; McKechnie 2018) .  In the long term, obtain ing formal 

disaster preparedness accreditat ion can bolster an organisat ion’s capacity to 

plan for,  and respond to , d isasters (Gr ibble 2017) .   

When it  comes to planning part icular disaster-related services,  l i terature 

suggests that some programs (such as dispute resolut ion programs) are most 

helpful when ready to deploy as soon as disaster occurs (McKechnie 2018).  This 

means that , ideal ly ,  post-disaster legal services wi l l p lan and refresh their 

programs pr ior to any new disaster tak ing place. Such preparat ions might 

include us ing data analyt ics to assess previous efforts to learn from the 

successes,  challenges and most common legal issues in previous disasters to 

inform development of future services.  Service planning should also consider the 

logist ica l elements of del ivery,  for instance planning to ensure cl ient f i les wi l l be 

securely stored, c l ients wil l  remain contactable and what courses of act ion wi l l 

be taken i f the service is impacted by the disaster (Baket et a l . 2019; Gr ibble 

2017).   

Looking to the future,  research recommends that recovery projects include some 

planning around how disaster res i l ience might be improved in future,  bear ing in 

mind the potentia l for compound disasters and cl imate change to worsen future 

impacts (Mal igno & Rajotte 2019; Schroeder 2019; Schwarz 2021) . Ef fect ive 

future planning can be faci l itated through the r igorous col lect ion of data , for 

instance relat ing to outcomes, community engagement , sett lements and t ime 

taken to achieve resolut ion (McKechnie 2018; Ort iz-Ort iz & Penkoff 2019) . Chong 

et a l . (2019) note the tendency for preparat ion and warning efforts to focus on 

individuals and family units , and instead recommend that future preparat ion 

pr ior it ise community responsibi l ity (e .g .  ‘know your neighbours plan’)  to bolster 

res i l ience.  

The need for more 

resources to be 

dedicated to disaster 

preparat ion and 

response was also 

noted, for instance Hale 

et a l . (2021) recommend 

that basel ine funding 

and resources be 

al located to vulnerable 

communit ies pr ior to 

disaster in order to l imit 
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the impact of disaster on access to just ice for communit ies who are already 

marginalised.  

Services and mode of provision 

Final ly , part icular services and modes of service provis ion were highl ighted as 

most effect ive for meet ing cl ients’  needs post-disaster . The l iterature general ly 

agreed that best pract ice services take a t rauma informed approach and are 

ta i lored to engage disaster survivors ,  for instance offer ing telephone ‘ fast  lane’ 

services for disaster survivors and dedicated outreach and disaster c l in ic services 

specif ica l ly ta i lored around survivors ’  needs (Maligno & Rajotte 2019; VanSingel 

2019)) .  Post-disaster legal needs most commonly ident i f ied by exist ing research 

include advocacy ,  ass istance with insurance, help with access ing government 

rel ief , tenancy issues ,  document replacement,  and early legal advice on contracts 

and smal l legal issues to prevent these worsening over t ime (Baker et a l .  2019; 

Chong et a l .  2019).   

Simpl i fy ing access by offer ing a single port  of cal l  to obtain hol ist ic ass istance 

was found to ease c l ients ’ engagement with services post-disaster.  For instance, 

the Victor ian Black Saturday bushf ire response included establ ishing the 

“Bushf i re Legal Help” (BLH) – a single ent ity comprised of peak legal bodies who 

worked col laborat ively to del iver f ree legal services (McKechnie 2018).  L ikewise,  

Hansen (2020) found that pair ing a legal pract it ioner with a part icular family to 

conduct an inventory of post-disaster needs and act as a ‘ fac i l itator ’ of al l  post-

disaster services a useful model of service del ivery . For s ituat ions where the 

affected community has access to technology, onl ine opt ions such as websites,  

phone apps , and onl ine enquiry forms can direct ly and eff ic ient ly connect c l ients 

with the information and services they need (Ort iz-Ort iz & Penkoff 2019) . 

Technology might a lso be used by providers to improve service provis ion, for 

instance us ing iPads and laptops to enable legal pract it ioners to ass ist  c l ients 

wherever they are located (Ort iz-Ort iz & Penkoff 2019) .  

Remote service provis ion is a lso part icular ly useful in engaging harder to reach 

communit ies .  For instance, mobi le or pop-up cl in ics have been shown to be 

effect ive ways to engage communit ies who might be unable to otherwise access 

legal services .  This inc ludes regional , rura l or remote communit ies and those 

who are otherwise unable to t ravel to f ixed-locat ion services or have l imited 

access to technology (Hale et a l 2021; Hubbard et a l 2019) .  Where there is 

mist rust of the legal system, enabl ing face-to-face del ivery of mater ia ls and 

service provis ion in a safe environment can create more interest and posit ive 

associat ion with legal services (Hubbard et a l 2019).    
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Modes of service 

del ivery should 

draw on the best 

pract ice 

recommendat ions 

discussed ear l ier 

around 

col laborat ion and 

trauma-informed 

pract ice . For 

instance, providers 

assist ing with 

insurance matters 

must work f lex ib ly 

and advocate for 

c l ients when itemisat ion is not poss ible ,  f inding other ways to show the extent 

of loss and working sensit ively to avoid re-traumat is ing survivors (Baker et a l . 

2019; Schwarz 2020) .  Advocacy services represent another key area where legal 

services might benef it  f rom collaborat ion with law schools and students , who are 

able to offer advocacy services and research to broaden a service’s capacity to 

advise and support c l ients (Baker et a l . 2019; Hansen 2020).   

This review provided a c lear set of pr incip les that underpin internat ional best 

pract ice in the provision of post-disaster services,  inc luding legal services.  This 

benchmark wi l l be used to evaluate the South Austra l ian Bushf ire Legal Services 

project and its achievements.  



 

  

Method 

The South Australian 

Bushfire Legal Project 

evaluation draws on 

multiple data sources to 

inform its analysis. Our 

methodological approach 

had three components: 

literature review to 

determine international 

best practice, qualitative 

interviews and review of 

feedback, and 

quantitative analysis of 

secondary data. 
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Method 
The South Austra l ian Bushf i re Legal Project  evaluat ion draws on mult ip le data 

sources to inform its analysis ,  in addit ion to a review of the program logic .  Our 

methodological approach had three components :  

>  Literature review to determine internat ional best pract ice 

>  Qual itat ive interviews and review of feedback 

>  Quantitat ive analys is of secondary data .  

These components are out l ined in greater detai l below.  

Literature review 

The evaluat ion was 

informed by a 

systematic review of 

relevant l iterature to 

determine 

internat ional best 

pract ice . Academic 

art ic les ,  books and 

grey l iterature were 

sourced through s ix 

targeted searches 

us ing google scholar 

(see Appendix 1 for 

the search 

protocols ) ,  in it ia l ly 

returning 434 sources . Dupl icates and irre levant sources were excluded. A further 

two sources were behind a paywal l  and were unable to be accessed, result ing in 

a total of 30 relevant sources included in the sample for review. Sources were 

analysed to ident i fy key themes around best pract ice for post-disaster legal 

service provis ion internat ional ly .  
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Qualitative interviews 
To inform our understanding of the South Austra l ian Bushf i re Legal Project and 

the outcomes of the program logic,  semi-structured interviews were conducted 

with service providers and community members about their exper iences of the 

model . A total of ten interviews were conducted. Interview themes included 

quest ions around what worked, project l imitat ions and potent ial improvements 

to the model .  Interviews were conducted virtual ly , over Microsoft  Teams and 

Zoom, audio recorded, and transcribed verbat im. Transcr ipts were coded in 

NVivo us ing a framework approach to ident i fy the key themes which informed 

our evaluat ion.  

 

Quantitative analysis 
We conducted quant itat ive analysis of secondary data supplied by project 

stakeholders .  This data included report ing of the Legal Project ’s  act iv it ies ,  

part ic ipat ion, c l ient numbers,  types of quer ies and intervent ions.  This informed 

our understanding of the project ’s act iv it ies and scope.  

 

The methodological approach designed and undertaken for th is evaluat ion 

ensures a broad and detai led review of relevant data t r iangulated between a 

number of sources . This ensures methodological r igour and rel iabi l ity of the 

research outcomes. 

 



 

  

Analysis 
An evaluation of the 

project’s process, outputs 

and outcomes 

demonstrates current 

areas in which 

international best 

practice is met, but also 

a number of areas where 

attention to 

improvements is needed. 
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Analysis 
An evaluat ion of the project ’s  process,  outputs and outcomes demonstrates 

current areas in which internat ional best pract ice is met , but also a number of 

areas where attent ion to improvements is needed. 

 

What worked well 
Data col lected highl ighted f ive key elements of the program that worked 

part icular ly wel l .  In descending order of importance these were: (1) community 

engagement , (2) service col laborat ion, (3) bui ld ing t rust  and rapport , (4 ) staff ing 

character ist ics , and (5) specif ic services or mater ials .   
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Community engagement 

All interview respondents highl ighted the commitment to community 

engagement as a key contr ibutor to the program’s success .  The project team’s 

“boots on the ground” approach to engaging the community in conversat ions 

about what issues were important and the services that were avai lable was highly 

commended as best pract ice in the rural community context :    

… in rural  communi t ies  not everyone has access to the paper ,  to in ternet ,  so how wi l l  

they ac tua l l y  f ind out you ’ re  there? I t ’ s  by you dr i v ing around,  hav ing 

conversat ions… so I  th ink that ’ s  why i t ’ s  been so we l l  rece ived.  (P3)  

They 've rea l l y  worked wi th the communi ty so they ' re  ask ing the quest ions .   They ' re  

de lv ing in to the i ssues… a great  example recent l y  was the c learance of  nat i ve 

vegetat ion .   That  came about no doubt f rom communi ty conversat ions so be ing on 

the ground,  work ing wi th communi ty ,  l i s ten ing to the i r  vo ices and the i r  concerns … 

(P6 )  

Respondents descr ibed some key engagement tact ics that they considered to be 

part icular ly ef fect ive . For instance, the project team were phys ical ly present in a 

community hub that was access ible to most in the f i re-affected region, and their 

v is its to the is land were scheduled (and moved to accommodate community 

events) so res idents came to know when to expect them. Team members a lso 

made home vis its where needed, accompanied other service providers on 

outreach t r ips and provided onl ine communicat ion, phone advice l ines and 

‘roadshow’ tours presenting information on key issues.  This f lex ible and mult i-

pronged approach to community engagement was seen to be highly effect ive at 

connect ing with a wide range of groups within the community and integral to 

the success of the project .   

 

Service collaboration 

Service col laborat ion was an area in which the project excel led. This contributed 

to the success of the project in a few ways .  First ly ,  bui ld ing good working 

relat ionships with other services in the area provided the project team with more 
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opportunit ies to connect with potent ia l c l ients . One respondent from a 

partner ing service explained: 

many of  our  fa rmers d idn ’ t  l eave the i r  proper t ies  fo r  many ,  many months ,  they 

wouldn ’ t  l eave ,  they d idn ’ t  want to be asked about anyth ing ,  they wouldn ’ t  l eave but 

they needed suppor t  and he lp…we’d s t ra tegica l l y  p l an Outreach to have [Pro jec t  

Of f i cer ]  in  the car  to go out to s ta r t  that  lega l  conversat ion and then low and 

behold a couple of  weeks la ter  he ac tua l l y  rocks up to the centre to have a meet ing 

wi th [Pro jec t  Of f i cer ] .  (P1 )  

These partnerships were seen as highly valuable to the project team: 

the l ink up between us and the recovery centres worked rea l l y  rea l l y  we l l… They 

were able to re fer  c l i ents  to me st ra ight away i f  I  was there on a Monday and they 

cou ld bas i ca l l y  say “Have a chat  to [Pro jec t  Of f i cer ] ”  and I  cou ld have a chat  wi th a 

c l i ent  and give that  adv ice bas i ca l l y  on the spot .  (P2)  

The project team’s col laborat ive approach, which saw them bringing in experts 

to effect ively f i l l knowledge gaps and ensure the community was gett ing the 

information they needed, without exhaust ing project resources:   

[ i t ’ s ]  a  very co l l aborat i ve work ing model .   [Pro jec t  Of f i cer ]  co l l aborates wi th 

everybody .  (P6 )  

I f  [Pro jec t  Of f i cer ]  d idn ' t  know or  wasn ' t  ab le  to prov ide a par t i cu la r  serv i ce [Pro jec t  

Of f i cer ]  ac tua l l y  engaged other  l awyers  for  these people who cou ld cont inue on the 

good work .  (P10)  

They ’ve worked wi th us on a d i sc re te area ins tead of  t ry ing to run the res t  of  the 

serv i ces th in .  (P5)  

Again community 

engagement and 

knowledge was seen to be 

an important foundat ion 

for fac i l itat ing effect ive 

service col laborat ion: 

we were dea l ing wi th 

someone [wi th hea l th 

i ssue] owns proper ty and 

we were concerned there 

was… another  th i rd par ty 

who was t ry ing to exer t  

undue in f luence…[Pro jec t  

Of f i cer ]  unders tood what 

was going on [and knew what to do ]… i t  was f rom a lega l  perspect i ve but [Pro jec t  

Of f i cer ]  ac tua l l y  a l so unders tood how the communi ty works and knew the key  people 
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to br ing in  and made sure that… the r ight  people were l inked in  where they needed 

to be … I  was rea l l y  impressed.  (P8)  

Building trust and rapport 

Reputat ion and community acceptance of the project team was seen as crucia l to 

success . Most respondents made a point of st ress ing the importance of bui ld ing 

trust and rapport , especia l ly in regional and rural contexts :   

I  can te l l  people unt i l  I ’m blue in  the face ,  “We’ve got th i s  great  l awyer ,  we ’ve  got a  

great  lega l  serv i ce ,  they ’ re  rea l l y  we l l  connected” ,  they go ,  “Oh yeah that ’ s  a l r ight” ,  

but when the i r  ne ighbour  te l l s  them,  “No,  no ,  I  went  and saw [Pro jec t  Of f i cer  that ] ,  

was rea l l y  good” boom,  and they go ,  “ I  hear  there ’ s  th i s  [Pro jec t  Of f i cer ]  there that  I  

want to catch” .   That ’ s  jus t  the way the jungle drum works… so i t ’ s  bu i ld ing that  

t rust  and be ing a rea l  person par t i cu la r l y  in  rural  communi t ies  that ’ s  what resonates .  

(P1 )  

The interviews uncovered some key tact ics that helped the project team to bui ld 

rapport in the community.  One service provider ta lked about highl ight ing the 

personal character ist ics of the project team as a means of endear ing them 

community.  As discussed ear l ier ,  phys ical presence was important and project 

off icers made a point of making themselves vis ible in the community and 

avai lable for both service provis ion and general conversat ion with res idents.  

They delivered on any promises made which earned them a reputat ion for being 

good for their word. Bui ld ing relat ionships with other esteemed service providers 

in the community a lso meant that the project team could be ‘vouched for’  by 

those who already had the community ’s trust .   

F inal ly , the decis ion to consistent ly send the same person to the region to 

del iver services was seen to be both a departure from usual service provis ion 

approaches and a key faci l itator of bui ld ing trust  and del iver ing effect ive 

services . Respondents indicated that this rel iable presence al lowed cl ients to 

develop a relat ionship with their legal service provider and, important ly ,  meant 

that c l ients were not re-t raumat ised by having to recount their t raumat ic 

exper iences to a new service provider every t ime they had an appointment .  

According to respondents , the project was very successful in this regard with the 

project team in part icular now “highly regarded and respected by everybody” 

(P9):  
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Def in i te l y  the t rust  l eve l  has inc reased and people may not ac tua l l y  remember the 

pro jec t  name but they jus t  remember [Pro jec t  Of f i cer ] ’ s  name.  (P4 )  

I  was very surpr i sed at  how of ten [Pro jec t  Of f i cer ]  was greeted by others  in  the 

s t reet  by name,  “He l lo” ,  engaged in  conversat ion . . . I  know that  that  would not  have 

come natura l l y  or  eas i l y  in  the communi ty .  (p5)  

most people won ' t  ta lk  to  me about the i r  l ega l  s i tuat ion and the problems .   They ' l l  

go to [Pro jec t  Of f i cer ]  for  that .   They fee l  comfor table . . .  I  th ink they 've rea l l y done a 

great  job at  connect ing wi th the people ,  connect ing wi th communi ty ,  work ing in  wi th 

the communi ty ,  bu i ld ing up that  rappor t  and t rust .  (P6 )  

Some respondents indicated that having the project team f ly in from elsewhere 

was actual ly a faci l itator of t rust  as they were seen to be pol it ica l ly neutra l and 

therefore able to be t rusted by ‘everyone’ in a community that reported some 

pol it ical div is ion.  

The project team also 

descr ibed the way they 

shaped service delivery 

to ref lect  the 

importance of t rust  in 

the community.  For 

instance, one project 

off icer descr ibed 

providing warm 

referrals to other 

services in such a way 

that c l ients were more 

l ikely to think of them 

as ‘t rusted’ services:   

ra ther  than jus t  say ing ,  “ I ’ ve  heard about th i s  serv i ce ,  I ’ l l  f l i ck  you there” say ing “ I ’m 

going to re fer  you to th i s  serv i ce ,  I  recommend that  you speak to th i s  person ,  they 

work in  th i s  space” or  whatever ,  so mak ing sure that  the c l i ent  knew that  the serv i ce 

we were re fer r ing to them cou ld a l so be t rusted as we l l .  (P3 )  

Staffing characteristics 

Underpinning many of these themes was the idea that the project had been 

successful because the ‘ r ight people’  had been employed to provide the service:  
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There ’ s  lots  of  exce l l ent  l awyers  out there that  probably wouldn ’ t  have been a good 

cu l ture f i t  and I  th ink the cu l ture f i t  i s  more impor tant  than the i r  ab i l i t i es  as  a  

l awyer .  (P1 )  

The perceived personal character ist ics of the project team were seen to be 

integral to the project ’s success by both the team themselves and others in the 

community.  One project team member ref lected:  

I  th ink that  s ta f f ing wise ,  I  th ink we ’ve got the r ight  people .  A l l  th ree of  us are very 

f l ex ib le .  We’ re  a l l  happy to go to bas i ca l l y  anywhere in  the s ta te to ass i s t  and a l so 

happy to research whatever  we need to prov ide tha t  communi ty educat ion .  (P2)  

Respondents descr ibed the character ist ics of the project team they felt  were 

important to the success of the program:  

[Pro jec t  Of f i cer ]  comes ac ross as jus t  be ing a rea l  s t ra ight shooter  and count ry 

people don ' t  l i ke waf f l e .  They don ' t  l i ke the hard se l l .  [Pro jec t  Of f i cer ] ' s  very down 

to ear th and to the point .  (P9 )  

The i r  demeanour  and the i r  he lpfu lness were amaz ing .   Once you couple that  wi th the 

adaptabi l i ty  and f lex ib i l i ty  of  what they d id I  th ink you ' l l  f ind i t ' s  a  premium serv i ce 

to be honest .  (P10 )  

[Pro jec t  Of f i cer ] ' s  got a  rea l l y  n i ce way about [ them] so [ they ’ve ]  f i t ted in  rea l l y  we l l  

wi th our  communi ty and hav ing that  genu ine car ing aspect  to [ them] .  (P6 )  

I  need someone that  can s i t  on the back of  the Ute  wi th the b lokes and ta lk  about 

what they need… [Pro jec t  of f i cer ]  cou ld read the ter ra in  and read people and that ’ s  

rea l l y  impor tant and that  leve l  of  empathy but a l so remained profess iona l .  (P1 )  

The interview data st rongly 

indicates that personal 

character ist ics of the Project 

team were an important driver 

of the program’s success.  In 

some cases , respondents 

indicated that i f the team did 

not possess these character ist ics 

key elements of the project 

would not have been successful :  

I f  they weren ' t  the sor t  of  

person wi th that  can do 



 

Review of  the South Austra l ian Bushf ire Lega l  Serv ices  Pro ject                              33 

at t i tude… I t  would jus t  mean that  i t  wou ldn ' t  happen .  (P9)  

Specific services/materials 

Although respondents largely ref lected on the relat ional aspects of the project 

as key to its success ,  they also discussed specif ic services and mater ia ls that had 

worked part icularly wel l .  The preparat ion and effect ive community engagement 

of the project team was seen to result in service provis ion that was eff ic ient ,  

effect ive and ref lected the needs of the community.  One project team member 

credited some success to the effect ive use of preparat ion t ime whi le wait ing for 

project funding to come through:  

I  was qu i te  p leased wi th the abi l i ty  for  pre-empt ing some of the th ings… whi le  we ’ re  

jus t  wa i t ing for  the money  to come through and a l so rec ru i t ing and th ings l i ke that .  

(P4 )  

This preparat ion was seen to result  in programs being eff ic ient ly assembled 

without compromis ing community engagement: 

… how qu ick ly  that  they were able to get  programs together  wi thout coming in  wi th 

preconce ived ideas and I  th ink that ’ s  mer i t  to the team.  (P1)  

The project team highl ighted the t rain ing and pr ior experience that enabled 

them to effect ively del iver t rauma-informed services.  This resulted in del iberately 

adopt ing t rauma-informed pract ices such as ensur ing cl ient referra ls were warm 

referrals so that cl ients did not have to repeat their t raumatic story ,  being 

mindful of language use, and advert is ing services us ing cartoon images rather 

than photographs which r isk further ing t rauma.  

Respondents st ressed that the project was highly valued in the community 

because it  provided a much-needed legal service. Pr ior to the project ’s 

deployment,  many res idents were not aware that they could access free legal 

services and legal issues weren’t  general ly thought about unt i l  they became a 

signif icant problem. Respondents stated that had the project not been deployed, 

they did not know how they would have dealt with their legal issues:    

I  have to say i t  was ac tua l l y  a  Godsend and he lped those people and enabled me to 

s leep at  n ight… there was a couple of  i ssues in  par t i cu la r  that ,  yeah ,  cou ld have 

gone rea l l y  bad i f  we didn ’ t  have that  serv i ce because there rea l l y  wasn ’ t  any other  
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opt ions . . .   I  wou ldn ’ t  be qu i te  as dramat i c  as  say ing i t  saved l i ves but i t  came pretty  

damn c lose to i t .  (P8 )  

I  know af te r  I ' ve  been 

impacted your  head i s  

jus t  not in  the r ight  

space .  You can ' t  

concentra te .   A l l  o f  

these th ings jus t  

compound the t rauma 

for  people so to have 

someone there that  can 

sor t  those sor t  of  

l ega l i t i es  and lega l  

matters  out for  them i s  

jus t  such a b less ing .  

(P6 )  

The Project Off icers provided advice on key post-disaster issues such as 

insurance matters , wi l ls  and success ion planning, nat ive vegetat ion and 

advocacy.  As the project went on, they also advised on other issues that did not 

direct ly result  from the f i re,  but were exacerbated by the disaster context (such 

as neighbour disputes) .   

Respondents a lso highl ighted some key mater ia ls and services that they found to 

be part icular ly effect ive.  These included a f lowchart to expla in complex nat ive 

vegetat ion legal it ies :  

[Pro jec t  Of f i cer ]  put together  a  great  f lowchar t  of ,  “ I f  I ’m here I  do th i s  and i f  i t ’ s  

here I  do that”  (P8 )  

Also highl ighted were f i reproof satchels for important documents , business cards 

with key things to do when an insurance assessor comes, and a telephone advice 

l ine that provided easy access to legal advice for c l ients :  

I t ’ s  a lways jus t  been a phone ca l l  away (P7)  

Although data collected heavi ly focussed on the relat ional aspects of the project 

as key areas of success,  it  was also clear f rom the feedback that the Legal 

Project had successful ly provided an effect ive,  adaptable service that addressed 

community needs wel l .  

Comparison against the international best pract ice benchmarking indicates that 

the project met a l l  requirements for the service character ist ics and core features 

required for excel lent post-disaster service del ivery .  
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Areas for improvement 
Very few program l imitat ions were ra ised during the data col lect ion. However , 

respondents indicated that (1) the t iming of program deployment,  (2) the scope 

of the project ,  and (3) logist ical issues posed chal lenges to the success of the 

project . These are in l ine with recommendat ions emerging from the international 

best pract ice benchmarking outcomes. 

Timing of program deployment 

The most s ignif icant l imitat ion of the Legal Project ident if ied by respondents was 

the t iming of program deployment.  A lmost a l l  of the respondents stated that the 

project was needed much ear l ier than it  was deployed: 

They jus t  probably got to the i s l and too la te to be honest  (P10)  

I  th ink i t  needs to be one  of  the ear l y  th ings deployed par t i cu la r l y  a round the 

insurance s tu f f  because people had made the i r  c la ims and accepted of fe rs  and then 

rea l i s ing in  t ime i f  they ’d got be t ter  adv ice they cou ld have had a d i f fe rent 

outcome.  (P1 )  

Be there much qu icker ,  much qu icker… not get t ing out on the ground for  a  good s i x  

months a f te r  the f i re  meant… nobody was there… but in  l aw t ime matters .  (P5 )  

This late deployment was seen to most ly af fect insurance related issues . Not 

having the project team there immediately after the f ire meant that res idents 

who did not know how to interpret their insurance pol ic ies were vulnerable to 

exploitat ion or mis interpretat ion of their pol icy . Respondents shared that c lass 

act ion lawyers who did not necessar i ly have c l ients ’ best interests at heart were 

quick on the scene post-f i re,  with res idents s igning up to these lawsuits only to 

f ind out later the impl icat ions of th is .   

Other immediate needs 

such as document 

replacement and resolv ing 

fencing issues were c ited 

as further demonstrat ing 

the need for more 

immediate service 

deployment in future.  

Stakeholder comments on 

deployment are reinforced 

by the benchmarking. 
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Internat ional best pract ice would see legal services embedded immediately post-

disaster in recovery centres with other service providers .  

Logistical issues 

Respondents descr ibed logist ica l issues around deploying a new program in f i re-

affected areas previously not serviced by the project team that posed chal lenges 

to the project ’s  success.  For instance, working with new communit ies meant that 

the project team had to develop resources ,  re lat ionships with partner agencies 

and community , and knowledge relevant to the community:  

Work ing wi th mul t i cu l tura l  South Aust ra l i ans ,  we sor t  of  have a 

lot  of  resources and a l so other  par tner  agenc ies that  we ’ve 

a l ready deve loped l inkages over  t ime ,  say for  example ,  the 

[Organ i sa t ion ] ,  but here we rea l l y  had to s ta r t  f rom scra tch .  (P4)  

This br ings logist ical chal lenges , such as knowing who to 

ta lk to and which days are best to schedule events for 

maximum community engagement . As evidenced in the 

previous sect ion, the project team prior it ised community 

engagement and through this quick ly learned when things 

needed to be altered or adjusted – for instance, by moving 

event days so that they did not conf l ict with community 

sport  events .  However this was a chal lenge ra ised that 

needed to be overcome through adapt ive pract ices,  rather 

than prior knowledge.  

Further complicat ing the logist ics of service provis ion was 

the impact of disaster on community infrast ructure and 

travel . Accommodat ion and transport opt ions were l imited 

not only by the impacts of the bushfires,  but a lso the 

Covid-19 pandemic which saw transport reduced in 

frequency and communit ies locked down. The closure of 

recovery centres where the project team had been based 

also necess itated a swift  negot iat ion of a new locat ion. 

Again,  the adaptabi l ity of the project team came into play here, as Project 

Off icers would grab a r ide with res idents,  work with local service providers to 

f ind new spaces to work in and make things work when issues arose.   



 

Review of  the South Austra l ian Bushf ire Lega l  Serv ices  Pro ject                              37 

Scope of the project 

Final ly , some respondents ra ised the l imitat ions on who could access services as 

an issue affect ing project ef f icacy.  The project scope extended only to those 

within the ‘ f i re scar ’ ,  excluding any res idents outs ide of this el ig ib i l ity zone: 

there became a b i t  of  an “Us and them” because on ly those in  the f i re  scar  got 

serv i ces and those outs ide ,  even though they might have had the i r  bus inesses 

impacted ,  weren ’ t  suppor ted… people here worr ied about when the next  f i re  and 

there wi l l  be more f i res…  But they wanted to access in format ion about the i r  

insurances so when they ’ re  renewing the i r  insurance they rea l l y  unders tand the i r  

pol i cy… but they cou ldn ’ t  s i t  down and actua l l y  engage and go,  “Wel l  here ’ s  our  

bus iness ’  s i tuat ion” .  (P1 )  

This l imitat ion was a condit ion of the project funding, which only covered the 

provis ion of services to part icular areas .  This was seen to diminish both access 

to services (as descr ibed in the quote above) and the success of the community 

educat ion stage of the project as preparat ion for future events was only 

supported in the nine LGAs covered by the funding. 

Concern was also ra ised about the approaching end of the project ,  with some 

respondents indicat ing that the need for services post-disaster exceeded the 

two-year t imeframe of the project :  

Recovery i sn ’ t  a  two year  th ing for  people ,  i t  can take a min imum 

two years ,  up to f i ve years  I  th ink i s  maybe the average for  people… 

so I  th ink remov ing a serv i ce l i ke th i s  par t-way through a f i re  danger  

season i s  a  r i sk .  (P3 )  

I  th ink i t  wou ld be a p i ty  to see i t  come to an end and for  a  number 

of  reasons but one o f  them be ing that  i t  can take a whi le  for  a  

communi ty to get used to  someth ing and so what you don ' t  want i s  

for  i t  to end be fore everybody even unders tands what ' s  happen ing,  

what i s  ava i l ab le  to them,  how the sys tem works .   (P9)  

Stakeholder comments about the scope of the project , as well  

as it ’s length, are also ref lected in the internat ional 

benchmarking outcomes. Internat ional best pract ice recognises 

that the recovery per iod can be extended, but a lso the 

importance of fu l f i l l ing community needs related to prevent ion 

and preparedness post-disaster to mit igate r isk,  moderate 

impact and reduce the length and chal lenge of future post-

disaster recovery .  
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Suggested Improvements 
Data col lect ion highl ighted four main ways that future iterat ions of the project 

might be improved. These included: (1) ear l ier project deployment,  (2) extended 

project durat ion, (3) community engagement, and (4) extended project scope.  

Earlier project deployment 

By far the most s ignif icant improvement suggested for future projects was ear l ier 

deployment of services:  

I f  they cou ld have been ac t i va ted whi l s t  the recovery centre was f i r s t  se t  up that ' s  

when you ' re  get t ing your  b ig in f lux of  everyone .   I  th ink they need to be the re day 

dot l i ke the Red Cross are there in  the recovery centre s t ra ight away .  (P6 )  

Further suggest ions around deployment included having resources ready to 

deploy , rather than having to wait ,  and a representat ive from the legal service 

being included on the local recovery committee to ensure they are involved in 

disaster response from the very beginning: 

The loca l  Recovery Commit tee 

wi l l  have i t s  f i r s t  meet ing 

wi th in  about a week .   What i t  

wou ld mean i s ,  there ’ s  a  

representat i ve… on the loca l  

Recovery Commit tee… they wi l l  

be par t  of  the team and 

acce le ra te as they ’ re  needed.  

(P7 )  

This suggest ion about ear ly 

service deployment is a lso 

ref lect ive of the outcomes of 

the international benchmarking 

review. Embedding legal 

service provis ion immediately 

post-disaster with other 

service providers is 

internat ional best pract ice .  

Extended project duration 

Respondents a lso suggested that the durat ion of future projects might be 

expanded. As noted in the l imitat ions sect ion above, respondents expressed a 

wish for longer term service provis ion:  
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In the idea l  wor ld you ’d have [Pro jec t  Of f i cer ]  coming back one week a month or  

whatever  but we have to ta lk  wi th rea l i ty  of  the f inanc ia l  const ra in ts  that  we ’ re  in .  I  

guess i t ’ s  probably a matter  of  ensur ing what do we do to p lug the hole …I t  wou ld 

be per fec t  to have the ser v i ce here forever .  (P8 )  

… the length of  i t ,  and aga in not necessar i l y  say ing that  we would need to cont inue 

week ly  outreaches for  a  whole f i ve years ,  that ’ s  jus t  not feas ib le ,  and f inanc ia l l y  I  

apprec ia te that ’ s  an absurd k ind of  serv i ce to prov ide ,  but yeah sca l ing i t  down. . .  

(P3 )  

The respondent comments about cont inuity and consistency of service del ivery 

are also consistent with the outcomes of the benchmarking analysis .  The 

provis ion of reduced, but ongoing services,  ta i lored around prevention and 

preparedness are internat ional best pract ice once the needs specif ic to the 

recovery phase are winding down.  

Community engagement 

Given the s ignif icant 

emphasis placed on 

relat ionship build ing and 

community engagement,  

there was concern that the 

good work done in this 

regard by the project team 

would be lost  i f  the project 

were to cease suddenly . In 

this respect ,  the need to 

maintain some contact with 

communit ies throughout 

the year was seen to be 

necessary to maintain those 

relat ionships and faci l itate 

effect ive future disaster 

responses :  

i t  can ’ t  jus t  be these serv ices that  a re recovery on ly and on ly ac t i va te a t  a  recovery 

s tage in  rura l  communi t ies ,  there has to be a connect ion there .  So… there has to be 

a push by the serv i ces invo lved in  these communi t ies  to be invo lved throughout the 

ca lendar  year… but a lways mak ing sure that  they s t i l l  have a presence there . (P3)  

The importance of ongoing relat ionships and community engagement were also 

highl ighted in the benchmarking analys is .  International best pract ice indicates 
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the importance of presence and engagement with the community across a l l  the 

phases of the disaster l i fecycle.  

Respondents made several suggest ions around community education that could 

form part  of th is cont inued engagement . Insurance was the area considered most 

important for res idents to understand pre-disaster :  

Insurance def in i te l y ,  what they are covered for ,  what  they ’ re  not covered for ,  what 

ac t ions they can take dur ing an event ,  they ’ re  probably the main th ings (P7 )  

I f  you can prov ide that  communi ty educat ion beforehand then hopefu l l y  the 

communi ty i t se l f  i s  more aware .  (P2 )  

One project team member also emphasised the importance of providing this 

community legal educat ion throughout the program, indicat ing that future 

projects might place more emphasis on this :   

I f  I  had my t ime aga in I  wou ld probably have ro l l ed out more Communi ty Lega l  

Educat ion Sess ions than I  have… thought of  d i f fe rent ways to de l i ver  … giv ing them 

the tool s  that  they need,  prac t i ca l  too l s  ra ther  than jus t  in format ion .  (P3 )  

Extended project scope 

Requests for increased service provis ion included expanding the scope of 

inclus ion so that more of the community could access needed services and 

including other disasters in preparatory educat ion. As highl ighted above, the 

rest r ict ion of the project to those located in the ‘ f i re scar ’  resulted in other 

res idents impacted by the f i res being unable to obtain access to the project ’s  

services . It  was suggested that future projects might be expanded to service 

more c l ients :  

be ing able to broaden the audience to wi th in  the whole loca l  government . . .  

Obv ious ly  there might have to be some means tes t i ng of  how they were impacted 

but I  th ink whi le  that  serv i ce was here I  th ink that  was one of  the l imi ta t ions  (P1 )  

Thinking forward to preventat ive measures and educat ion, some respondents 

thought future projects could also extend to include other disaster types in their 

community educat ion:  

In  my mind… i t  wou ld a l so make sense to sh i f t  i t  so i t ’ s  l ess  focused on f i re  and 

more on di sas ter  as  a  who le because u l t imate ly  the insurance i ssues are going to be 

very s imi la r .  (P2 )  

Again,  comments and issues highl ighted by stakeholders were also evident in the 

benchmarking analys is .  Internat ional best pract ice indicates the importance of 
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provis ion of appropriately ta i lored services across a l l  the phase of the disaster 

l i fecycle .  

F inal ly the poss ibi l ity of increasing staf f ing numbers at project outset was raised, 

with respondents suggest ing that having more people avai lable to provide 

services and advert ise the project in it ia l ly may speed up the project deployment.   

Analysis summary 
These f indings indicate that ,  part icular ly in a rural context , re lat ional aspects of 

service provis ion are equal ly as important as the actual services provided. This is 

not to say that competence was not at a l l  important . However this feedback 

does tel l  us that providing a technical ly useful service is not suff ic ient to ensure 

the success of a program. To succeed in this context ,  a project needs to dedicate 

t ime and resources to bui ld ing relat ionships with the community,  service 

providers in the region, and ensur ing project staf f  are adaptable and a good 

cultural f it  for the community they wi l l  be working in .  

The l imitat ions and future improvements identi f ied indicate the project 

l imitat ions are not related to the qual ity or nature of services provided. Instead, 

feedback shows that respondents were very sat is f ied with the project team and 

the services they provide, and would s imply l ike more of them: ear l ier project 

deployment,  longer project durat ion and more res idents to be el ig ible to access 

assistance. 

This is consistent with the l imitat ions 

that were ident if ied in the internat ional 

benchmarking review. The review 

demonstrated that the project 

effect ively f i l ls  the needs of post-

disaster legal services , but the current 

pi lot  model does not meet the 

internat ional best pract ice in providing 

ta i lored services across the response, 

prevention and preparedness phases of 

the disaster l i fecycle .  

 



 

e  

Recommendations 
There is much to be 

commended in the pilot 

project’s design and 

implementation. The 

project meets the all the 

service characteristics 

requirements of 

international best 

practice. It also displays 

all the required core 

features of international 

best practice.  
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Recommendations 
There is much to be commended in the pi lot project ’s des ign and 

implementat ion. The project meets the al l the service character ist ics 

requirements of internat ional best pract ice . It  a lso displays a l l  the required core 

service features of the internat ional best pract ice benchmark .  

Commendation 1 :  The focus of the project team on trauma-informed 

services display ing cultural competency , dr iven by community need, 

demonstrat ing contextual awareness and community f it  is a 

signif icant achievement.  

Commendation 2 :  The project team’s emphasis on community 

engagement , f lex ib i l ity in service delivery to maximise service reach, 

cross-service col laborat ion and careful use of resources across the 

project cycle represents a considerable accomplishment .  

Commendation 3:  The project team’s performance against the 

internat ional best pract ice benchmark in the recovery phase of the 

disaster l i fecycle is excellent and meets internat ional best pract ice in 

a l l  aspects .  

Future act ion to further improve the project ’s  approach to providing 

post-disaster legal services should focus on the fo l lowing: 

Recommendation 1 :  Ear ly deployment of service provis ion is needed. Legal 

service provis ion needs to be embedded at the local Recovery Committee level 

immediately post-disaster .  

Recommendation 2 :  The length of deployment of service provision needs to be 

careful ly considered in communit ies s ignif icant ly impacted by disaster .  In these 

cases , a longer per iod of service provis ion, though at reduced intens ity , is 

warranted. 

Recommendation 3 :  To meet internat ional best pract ice , appropriately ta i lored 

services need to be offered across the disaster l i fecycle.  Therefore,  services need 

to be offered during the prevent ion and preparedness phases of the l i fecycle.  
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Recommendation 4 :  The ongoing provision of services,  at a 

reduced frequency is essent ia l to maintain ing community t rust 

and relat ionships.  There should be consistency and cont inuity 

to the provis ion of these services .  

Recommendation 5 :  Post-disaster legal service provision, to 

gain the most benef it  for communit ies in recovery , should 

occur beyond the immediate impact zone. Whi le this may 

require considerat ion of means test ing or fee for service,  in 

regional and rural communit ies that are heavi ly impacted, the 

gains to be made in future prevent ion and preparedness are 

signif icant .  

Recommendation 6 :  Whi le excel lent legal service expert ise is 

important , community f it  and contextual awareness competence 

is essent ia l for indiv iduals working in post-disaster legal 

services . This should be considered in the engagement of 

future legal service providers in post-disaster s ituat ions .  
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Appendices 

Appendix I: Process record: South Australian Bushfire 

Legal Project 
 

Search Date of 
search 

Search string Sources 
returned 

Sources 
excluded* 

Sources 
included 

Google 
Scholar 1 

13 July 
2021 

Search string 
 “Australia” AND 
“bushfire” AND “legal services” AND 
“disaster response” 
Date: 2016 to present 

6 0 6 

Google 
Scholar 2 

13 July 
2021 

Search string 
“bushfire” AND "legal services" AND 
"disaster response" AND “Canada” OR 
“USA” OR “United States” 
Date: 2016 to present 

4 4 0  

Google 
Scholar 3 

13 July 
2021 

Search string 
“Australia” AND “natural disaster” AND 
“legal services” AND “disaster response” 
Date: 2016 to present 

44 43 1  

Google 
Scholar 4 

13 July 
2021 

Search string “natural disaster” AND 
“legal services” AND “disaster response” 
AND “Canada” OR “USA” OR “United 
States” 
Date: 2016 to present 

84 72 12 

Google 
Scholar 5 

14 July 
2021 

Search string 
“wildfire” AND "legal services" AND 
"disaster response" AND “Canada” OR 
“USA” OR “United States” 
Date: 2016 to present 

72 68 4 

Google 
Scholar 6 

14 July 
2021 

Search string “Australia” AND “bushfire” 
AND "legal support" OR "legal 
assistance" OR "legal advice" OR "legal 
representation" 
Date: 2016 to present 

224 215 9 

Total 434 402 32 
* Exclusion criteria removed sources that were either (1) duplicates of articles already included in the 
sample, or (2) irrelevant to post-disaster legal services. 
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Appendix II: Data collection tools 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions – Stakeholders 

 

1.  Could you tel l  me about your ro le in relat ion to the bushf ire response and 

recovery? 

2.  From your perspect ive,  what sorts of legal services are important after a 

bushfire event? 

3.  How would you descr ibe the model of del iver ing legal services that you’ve 

undertaken/observed in this project/context? 

4.  How is it  d i f ferent to the norm/what you’ve exper ienced before? 

5.  Did anything change during the process of the project to ref lect  

improvements or changes in c ircumstances? [ for project team only] 

6.  What worked well  f rom your perspect ive? 

7.  What didn’t work as wel l  as it could have from your perspect ive? 

8.  What improvements or changes would you make next t ime, given what you 

know now? 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions – Project Team 

 
1.  How would you descr ibe the model of del iver ing legal services that you’ve 

undertaken? 

2.  How is it  d i f ferent to the norm? 

3.  How did you ensure i t was t rauma-informed? 

4.  Did anything change during the process of the project to ref lect  

improvements or changes in c ircumstances? 

5.  What worked well? 

6.  What didn’t work? 

7.  What improvements or changes would you make next t ime, given what you 

know now? 
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