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Introduction 

Recent natural disasters in Australia have led to cumulative 
stressors, particularly on rural and remote families. The Black 
Summer bushfires of 2019/2020 and the floods of 2022 and 2023 
were unprecedented in their scale and impact on children, 
families, and communities across Australia. However, research 
shows, in times of crisis, and despite best intentions, the 
experience and needs of children are often overlooked or 
misunderstood by the adults and systems around them, leading 
to life-time consequences and downstream costs to government. 

Over the past few years, children and families have experienced 
compounding and cumulative impacts from the global COVID-19 
pandemic, natural disasters, and multiple flood hazards in rapid 
succession. Evidence shows that events such as these impact the 
children and families that are already most vulnerable and as a 
result experience higher levels of disadvantage. Experiencing a 
traumatic event like a flood, bushfire or cyclone can have a 
devasting long-term impact on a child’s mental health, emotional 
wellbeing, learning and development.  

“Children and young people are particularly susceptible to mental 
health issues following disasters or emergencies, resulting in 
poorer educational outcomes, and a loss of a sense of stability 
and safety.” Prof Lisa Gibbs, University of Melbourne, Royal 
Commission, 2020. 

 

About Royal Far West 

Royal Far West (RFW) is an Australian children’s charity dedicated to improving the health and 
wellbeing of country children. In 2024 RFW will turn 100 years old and throughout our history our 
mission has remained unchanged. Our ambition is to ensure every country child has access to the 
services they need to support their early development and enrich their lives. 

We offer multidisciplinary allied health screening, assessment and therapy services for children up 
to 12 alongside capacity building services for their parents/carers, teachers and local health 
professionals.to address a range of complex developmental concerns, including disabilities. Our 
team of 170+ trauma informed, specialist consultants, paediatric trained allied health clinicians 
and service staff, support children in rural and remote areas in NSW, QLD, WA and Vic, largely in 
schools and preschools and from our child development unit in Manly NSW.  

In FY 23 we supported over 21,000 country children, parents and educators. Approximately 30% 
of the children and families identify as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander. Our services are 
culturally responsive and community-focused, we work in partnership with schools, the early 
years sector and communities to support children’s development, wellbeing, and resilience. 

“Royal Far West 
provided the best 
support to our school. 
After the bushfires, 
many organisations 
were linked to and 
funded for us, but then 
didn’t action any 
support. Some services 
were all online- for us to 
access train our staff 
and then deliver 
ourselves. Some 
providers didn’t want to 
drive as we were so far 
from services. After a 
disaster, the school 
community needs 
hands on support led 
by specialist teams- 
that’s what RFW do, 
and they do it really 
well. Even COVID-19 
didn’t stop the RFW 
team.” 

(School Principal) 
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Following COVID, and in recognition of the importance of having staff located near the 
communities we service, RFW’s staff footprint has undergone a dramatic transformation, moving 
from a Sydney-based organisation to now having 40% of our clinical and service staff work 
remotely and located across NSW, QLD, WA, and VIC. 

About the RFW Community Recovery Service: 

The Community Recovery Service commenced in 2020 in response to the Black Summer Fires. 
The program has supported 3.,000 children from 60 schools and preschools/kindergartens in 
NSW and QLD. The program supports the wellbeing, mental health and resilience of children 
impacted by natural disaster events, to reduce the likelihood of long-term effects through the 
delivery of a range of supports, including group programs and individual allied health assessment 
and therapy. We also support those around the child (carers, parents, teachers) to build their 
capacity to understand and respond to children’s needs. The service currently includes the 
bushfire and the flood recovery services. 

This is an award winning and highly respected service, not only for its psychosocial supports but 
the depth of clinical paediatric expertise. Specialist services of this nature are not readily available 
in regional and remote areas where climate disasters are having the greatest impact. 

Two independent evaluations have been conducted of the Program by Charles Sturt University 
since 2021. The first, released in November 2021 was based on feedback from teachers, educators, 
children, and their families and demonstrated that Program is an effective intervention for 
children following a disaster, with an overall positive impact on children, parents and their carers 
and the community around them. The evaluation particularly highlighted characteristics of 
resilience and coping, both of which impact school engagement. 
https://www.royalfarwest.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Evaluation-of-RFW-Bushfire-
Recovery-Program-Report.pdf 

A second evaluation released in November 2023, shows the RFW service has successfully 
delivered significant improvement in mental health and emotional resilience for children 
affected by bushfires, meaning children had improved social well-being, improved peer 
relationships, developed important strategies to cope and learned new ways to feel better. 

It found: 

• A statistically significant improvement in mental health as measured by the Strengths and 
Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) for children who received psychology teletherapy. Change 
was especially marked in emotional symptoms for girls; and conduct problems for boys 
(note, child conduct problems are the most reliable precursor of all types of adult mental 
health problems and are associated with significant lifetime public costs)1 

• 96% of school principals and educators said the Program improved the mental health, 
wellbeing and resilience of children/students impacted by disasters, to a ‘great’ or ‘large’ 
extent” 

• 71.4% of parents whose children received teletherapy said there was an improvement in 
their child’s participation (e.g., be part of learning or play) and/or function to a very large, 
large extent while this increased to 92% when those who recognised a moderate 

https://www.royalfarwest.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Evaluation-of-RFW-Bushfire-Recovery-Program-Report.pdf
https://www.royalfarwest.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Evaluation-of-RFW-Bushfire-Recovery-Program-Report.pdf
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improvement were included. A similar amount said their children’s problems were better 
overall because of the program. 

More information on the impact of the program can be found here: CSU RFW Bushfire Recovery 
Program: Phase 2 Evaluation: https://www.royalfarwest.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/RFW-
BRP-II_Report_FINAL_20231101.pdf 

Our ask 

This proposal calls on the Federal Government to continue to support its existing investment in 
this proven - highly impactful community recovery and preparedness program. Continued 
funding will ensure that highly vulnerable children in disaster affected communities will not miss 
out on accessing the essential mental health and wellbeing supports they need, until they have 
recovered from the horrific trauma of multiple cascading disaster level events. 

The funding ask is $15.8m over four years, to continue provide two multi-disciplinary teams, 
working across 16 schools each, located in up to three LGAs in NSW and QLD. The average cost 
per-school is $114K – which provides ongoing mental health and well-being support for children, 
their families/carers and teachers. These children, schools and communities have been identified 
as needing clinical interventions beyond the current funding period.  

Since 2021 RFW Community Recovery Program has been awarded a total of $12.8M across six 
separate State & Commonwealth grants. Both the floods and bushfire recovery programs are 
unfunded from the start of 2025. Support for children and communities will stop, and skilled 
multidisciplinary teams will be disbanded or re-deployed.  

This Pre-Budget ask will ensure that the Government’s investment so far in this program is 
maintained through the continuation of a highly trained workforce – specialising in post disaster 
recovery. It will also fill the gap of a specialist trained workforce in areas where local workforce is 
not available – rural and remote locations in Australia and where disadvantage is typically highest.  

The option exists to fund a further two teams if and when needed, and as a result of future 
natural disasters. We currently have four teams operating in this program but will deploy two 
teams into other RFW services once funding ceases at the end of next year, should there be no 
further disaster events in rural and remote areas. 

Funding details: 

$15.8mil over four years, starting FY25, to support 30 schools and pre- schools/kindergartens each 
year. The retention of this highly skilled team will mean that RFW can continue working with 
some existing schools and children, delivering streamlined services in communities with ongoing 
high needs, particularly those in Northern NSW, SE QLD and Snowy Monaro, Mid Coast and Port 
Macquarie Hastings in NSW and those that have recently accessed the service. And these teams 
can be deployed to other disaster affected areas if needed. 

 

 

 

https://www.royalfarwest.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/RFW-BRP-II_Report_FINAL_20231101.pdf
https://www.royalfarwest.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/RFW-BRP-II_Report_FINAL_20231101.pdf
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 2 Teams 

 FY25  $3,768,890 

 FY26  $3,900,802 

 FY27  $4,037,330 

 FY28  $4,178,636 

 Total  $15,885,658 

 

Note: if there are new disasters over the 2023/4 summer, RFW has a further two teams (total of 
four teams) which could be funded to extend the workforce available to provide support to 
trauma impacted communities. Details can be provided if needed. 

Return on Investment 

Research and our experience show that bushfire and floods recovery work including building of 
resilience and preparedness for upcoming disasters takes time and ongoing support is needed to 
ensure stronger and more resilient communities. 

RFW’s Community Recovery Service supports children, families, and educators in some of the 
most disaster impacted areas across multiple regions. Many of these areas are also the most 
disadvantaged in terms of socio-economic, with high rates of developmental vulnerability and 
mental health issues.  

Children and families with lower incomes, lower levels of education and employment, and with 
poorer access to health services in rural and remote areas are disproportionately impacted by 
natural disasters. Additionally, children with learning or developmental difficulties, or who are 
neurodiverse, may have greater difficulty safely adapting to a new school location and may be 
more likely to experience high levels of school absenteeism or total disengagement from 
educational and social activities. 

The retention of the RFW Community Recovery Service means that children and families in rural 
and remote communities impacted by or at risk of natural disasters have access to: 

• a mobile, flexible, and highly trained specialist workforce which can be called upon in 
times of need and following future natural disasters, like bushfires and floods. 

• support to build resilience and wellbeing and deliver improved outcomes in learning and 
mental health in remote communities – where disadvantage and need is greatest. 

• a community led unique child- centred paediatric multi-disciplinary service with the 
capability, expertise and experience to wrap around families, with specialist skills in 
trauma following natural disasters. 
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• increased capacity at a local level to build resilience and make lasting positive change 
within rural communities. 

• trained allied health workforce to help address current workforce shortages in rural 
locations. 

Attachments: 

1. Table of NSW and QLD Locations of Flood impacted QLD schools and early years settings 
supported by RFWs Community Recovery Program – includes DV/AEDC rankings and 
disaster index. 

2. Survey of participating schools in BRP – June 2023 

For more information: 

Contact: Jacqui Emery   
CEO   
Royal Far West  

M: 0437 697 918 

E: jacquie@royalfarwest.org.au  

 
Contact: Kim Casburn   
GM: Schools and Community   
Royal Far West  

P: 0406 373 821  

E: kimc@royalfarwest.org.au  

mailto:jacquie@royalfarwest.org.au
mailto:kimc@royalfarwest.org.au%C2%A0
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Attachment 1 | Community Recovery Program Schools and Early Years Settings 

Table 1: Locations of Flood impacted QLD schools and early years settings supported by 
RFWs Community Recovery Program 

LGA % of children 
developmentally 
vulnerable on 
one or more 
domains  
(AEDC 2021) * 

Multiple 
Disaster 
Index** 

School / pre-school/ 
Kindy name 

Approx. # of 
students 

Gympie 
Regional 

25.60 1.118 Kia-Ora State School 36 

   One Mile State School 357 

   Two-mile state school 62 

   Gympie South State 
School 

441 

   C&K Gympie South 
Community 
Kindergarten 

38 

   Kitiwah Place Early 
Learning Centre 

149 

Ipswich 27.60 1.05 Rosewood State 
School 

154 

   Rosewood Kindy 43 

Lockyer Valley 21.90 2.146 Laidley District State 
school 

395 

   Gatton State school 437 

   Free Range Kids 
Laidley 

74 

Somerset 
Regional 

28.70 2.157 Lowood State School 273 

   Lowood & District 
Community 
Kindergarten 

23 
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Table 2: Locations of Flood and Bushfire impacted NSW schools and early years 
settings supported by RFWs Community Recovery Program 

LGA % of children 
developmentally 
vulnerable on one 
or more domains 

(AEDC 2021)* 

Disaster 
index** 

School / pre-school/ Kindy 
name 

# of 
students 

 Ballina Shire 17.00 1.087  Ballina Public School  240 

 Wardell Public School  24 

 Bega Valley 19.6 2.669  Bermagui Public School  172 

 Tathra Public School  180 

 Tathra Preschool  27 

 Little Yuin PreSchool  20 

 Cobargo Public School  85 

 Quaama Public School  40 

 Cobargo Preschool  24 

 Eden Public School  256 

 Towamba Public 
 School 

 22 

 Eden Early Learning 
 Centre 

 39 

 Bemboka Public 
 School 

 36 

 Wyndham Public 
 School 

 27 

 Rocky Hall PreSchool  18 

 Pambula Public School  291 

 Clarence Valley   20.10   3.649  Nymboida Public 
 School 

 11 

 Coutts Crossing Public 
 School 

 97 
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LGA % of children 
developmentally 
vulnerable on one 
or more domains 

(AEDC 2021)* 

Disaster 
index** 

School / pre-school/ Kindy 
name 

# of 
students 

 Coutts Crossing 
 PreSchool 

 20 

 Dundurrabin Public  
 School 

 19 

 Hernani Public School  4  

 Baryulgil Public School  9 

 Eurobodalla   28.50   1.868  Bateman's Bay Public 
 School 

 661 

 St Bernard's Primary 
 School, Batehaven 

 328 

 SDN Bateman's Bay 
 PreSchool 

 30 

 Moruya Public School  427 

 St Mary's Primary School, 
 Moruya 

 203 

 Mogo PreSchool  29 

 Mogo Public School  36 

 Narooma Public School  494 

 Sunshine Bay Primary  250 

 Broulee Public School  291 

 Broulee Eary Learning 
 Centre 

 98 

 Bodalla Public  64 

  

 Glen Innes Severn  
 Shire 

 18.00  1.336  Wytaliba Public School  9 

 Emmaville Central 
 School 

 78 
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LGA % of children 
developmentally 
vulnerable on one 
or more domains 

(AEDC 2021)* 

Disaster 
index** 

School / pre-school/ Kindy 
name 

# of 
students 

 Emmaville Playgroup (Co-  
 located Emmaville CS) 

 

 Deepwater Public School  19 

 Kempsey Shire  28.20  3.569  Stuarts Point Public 
 School 

 53 

   

 Upper Macleay 
 Willawarrin PreSchool 

 

 Lismore City  22.80  2.07  Lismore Public School  178 
   

 Lismore South Public 
 School 

 134 

   

 Nimbin Central School  71 
   

 Lismore South Preschool  
 Ngulliboo Jarjums - LSPS 

 20 

 Mid Coast  5.70  2.267  Mount George Public 
 School 

 22 

 Krambach Public School  39 

 Wingham PreSchool  58 

 Bobin Public School  15 

 Nambucca Valley  27.80  2.296  Eungai Public School  41 

 Port Macquarie-  
 Hastings 

 24.70  2.526  Long Flat Public School  47 

 Comboyne Public School  30 

 Wauchope Pre School  39 

 TGs Childcare Wauchope  48 

 Rollands Plains Upper 
 Public 

 23 

 Telegraph Point Public  122 



                                              
 
   

5 
 

LGA % of children 
developmentally 
vulnerable on one 
or more domains 

(AEDC 2021)* 

Disaster 
index** 

School / pre-school/ Kindy 
name 

# of 
students 

 Richmond Valley  31.80  2.582  Coraki Public School  25 

 Broadwater Public School  34 

 Woodburn Public School  129 

 Casino West Public School  209 

 Coraki Preschool  

 Evans-Head Woodburn 
 Pre School 

 27 

 Casino West Preschool 
 Little Jarjums 

 92 

 Rappville Public School  15 

Shoalhaven  23.50  1.743  Falls Creek Public 
 School 

 40 

 Tomerong Public 
 School 

 154 

 St Georges Basin Public 
 School 

 378 

 The Basin PreSchool & 
 Long Day Care Centre 

 40 

Snowy Monaro  24.40  1.204  Bombala Public School  135 

 Delegate Public School  35 

 Delegate Pre School  20 

Tweed Shire  21.20  1.058  Condong Public School  62 

 Tumbulgum Public 
School 

 11 

 Possums Community Pre 
 School – Condong South 
 Murwillumbah 

 30 
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*The Australian Early Development Census (AEDC) provides a national measurement to 
monitor Australian children’s development conducted every 3 years to examine how children 
have developed by the time they start school. In 2021, 22% per cent of children were 
developmentally vulnerable in at least one area of their development. The 2021 AEDC also 
shows that the gap between children in the most disadvantaged and least disadvantaged 
locations, widened to 20.7 percentage points, the largest gap since 2012 (22.4 percentage 
points). 

**Disaster index: measuring multiple disasters in 2020 and 21 A Guardian Australia analysis 
of areas affected by multiple disasters. This index combines data covering drought, fires, floods, 
storms, cyclones, Covid-19 cases and job losses related to the Covid-19 pandemic. Clarence 
Valley, NSW is shown to have been the LGA most impacted by multiple disasters with a score 
of 3.649. 

The disaster index was constructed using a combination of data from the ABS, federal 
government, state health departments, Insurance Council of Australia, The index does not 
quantify the overall impact of the disasters (some were far worse than others in terms of lives 
lost or the damage involved), it only attempts to measure where multiple disasters happened. 
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Attachment 2 | BRP Feedback: Survey of Participating Schools & Preschools 

Purpose of the survey 

Between 1 July 2021 and 30 June 2023, 31 schools and preschools from 7 NSW LGAs 
participated in the Royal Far West (RFW) Bushfire Recovery Program, funded by the Bushfire 
Local Economic Recovery Fund jointly funded by the Commonwealth and the New South 
Wales Government 

In July 2023, staff in leadership and teaching roles at each of the schools/preschools were 
invited to provide feedback on the impact of the program. 21 of the 31 schools/ preschools 
(68%) responded. In cases, multiple staff from one school/preschool completed the survey, a 
total 29 respondents: 

• 15 are School Principals, 

• 2 are School Counsellors, 

• 4 are Teachers, 

• 2 are School Learning Support Officers, 

• 5 are Preschool Directors, 

• 1 is a Supervisor for a Preschool. 

"I have seen students make amazing changes over the time this Program has been in our 
school. These include [communicating] and sociali[sing] with the school community." 

 Student Learning Support Officer, Bemboka Public School, Bega Valley LGA. 

We have been able to access expertise in areas to support learners that we otherwise wouldn’t 
have been able to on an ongoing basis.” 

Teacher, Dundurrabin Public School, Clarence Valley LGA. 

“…attendance at school increased due to feelings of success” 
Principal, Eungai Public School, Nambucca Valley LGA. 
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Results 

The feedback from all 21 schools and preschools demonstrates overwhelming support of the 
Program and highlights the positive impact on students, staff and families: 

96% felt that the Program improved the mental health, wellbeing and resilience of 
children/students impacted by disasters to a great or large extent. 

“Many students became calmer and developed a language to talk about feelings...”  
(Principal in Glen Innes Severn LGA). 

“The support by RFW was crucial in ensuring students were able to move forward [from the 
significant trauma as a result of the bushfires] …”  

(Principal of Hernani Public School, Clarence Valley LGA). 

100% of respondents agreed (63% “strongly agreed”) that the program helped children to: 

• Understand that their reactions are normal.

• Develop skills for coping, problem-solving, and decision-making.

• Build peer support networks.

• Have restored self-confidence and self- esteem.

Strongly Agree Somewhat Agree Agree 

Improvement in mental health, wellbeing and 
resilience 

To a great extent To a large extext Somewhat 
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Key themes identified by respondents contributed to the Program’s success: 

• School staff felt supported, validated, and valued having access to trauma-informed or 
specific professional development and training. 

• Strengthened connections between families, school and the community. 

• The use of telehealth increases access to health services. 

• Community appreciation and value of the Program. 

School staff valued having access to trauma-informed or specific professional 
development and training, which they said improved children’s outcomes, and felt 
supported and validated: 

• 93% say that the program has supported educators in the topics and goals which have 
been identified by the school or preschool (“to a great extent” or “to a large extent”) 

• The program provided practical and effective strategies for staff to support their 
students, and 

• The program provided specific benefits to various roles in the school: 

“This program gave [me] the confidence to support the students between telecare sessions” 
(School Learning Support Officer, Bemboka Public School, Bega Valley LGA). 

“…The program has been a great support for my work”  
(School Counsellor, Department of Education, Clarence Valley LGA). 

Alongside benefits for the school overall, the program provided support for highly 
vulnerable students: 

“It provided some crucial support programs for some of our most vulnerable impacted 
students” 

 (Learning Support Teacher, Bermagui Public School, Bega Valley LGA). 

“It meant we had experts come into our school willing to help those students and families who 
needed it the most.” 

 (Relieving Assistant Principal, Special Education and Inclusion, Eden Public School, Bega 
Valley LGA). 

The use of telehealth increased access to health services and was valued: 

Students can access services that they may not have otherwise been able to: 

“Students accessed telehealth sessions that I know parents would not be able to access in our 
wider community." 

 (Principal of Hernani Public School, Clarence Valley LGA). 
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“Ongoing telehealth sessions meant that students had ongoing support. Disasters have a 
lasting impact...”  

(Principal at Falls Creek Public School, Shoalhaven LGA). 

“Telehealth services should be available for all Australian children in remote or rural areas”. 
(Principal in Glen Innes Severn LGA). 

“By the school working with RFW through telehealth, we were better placed to support 
students’ mental health…”  

(Principal in Glen Innes Severn LGA). 

Value of the Program for schools and preschools: 

The Program was described as “invaluable for our staff, students and parents”, “outstanding support 
for students in an isolated rural location”, “truly a privilege for our school to have had the 
support, assistance and resources from the team at RFW” and “gold in every way”. 

The communities that this Program helps are often isolated and need the support of 
specialised health services to overcome the trauma from natural disasters. 

“Access to such services is tricky enough out here, and also the cost to some families makes it 
untenable.”  

(School Counsellor, Department of Education, Clarence Valley LGA). 

“We have been able to access expertise in areas to support learners that we otherwise wouldn’t 
have been able to on an ongoing basis.”  

(Teacher, Dundurrabin Public School, Clarence Valley LGA). 

“[This Program has] provided support and advice during the intense period of trauma recovery.” 
(Director and Early Childhood Educator, deidentified Preschool, Bega Valley LGA). 

“The Program has gone above and beyond what other services have provided, especially by 
extending the work they are doing with one of our high needs students”.  

(Principal in the Shoalhaven LGA). 


	Introduction
	About Royal Far West
	“Royal Far West provided the best support to our school. After the bushfires, many organisations were linked to and funded for us, but then didn’t action any support. Some services were all online- for us to access train our staff and then deliver our...
	About the RFW Community Recovery Service:
	It found:

	Our ask
	Funding details:

	Return on Investment
	Attachments:
	For more information:
	Attachment 1 | Community Recovery Program Schools and Early Years Settings
	Table 1: Locations of Flood impacted QLD schools and early years settings supported by RFWs Community Recovery Program
	Table 2: Locations of Flood and Bushfire impacted NSW schools and early years settings supported by RFWs Community Recovery Program

	Attachment 2 | BRP Feedback: Survey of Participating Schools & Preschools
	Purpose of the survey
	Results
	Key themes identified by respondents contributed to the Program’s success:
	School staff valued having access to trauma-informed or specific professional development and training, which they said improved children’s outcomes, and felt supported and validated:
	Alongside benefits for the school overall, the program provided support for highly vulnerable students:
	The use of telehealth increased access to health services and was valued:
	Value of the Program for schools and preschools:


