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Introduction
The Gold Coast, Queensland, Australia, is one of 31 cities selected to receive  
a Smarter Cities Challenge® grant in 2013 as part of IBM’s citizenship efforts  
to build a Smarter Planet®. During three weeks in October 2013, a team of seven 
IBM experts worked to deliver recommendations on a key challenge identified  
by the City: 

To build a smarter disaster management system.

The challenge 
The Gold Coast is Australia’s sixth-largest city. It is acknowledged as Australia’s 
premier tourist destination, attracting more than 11 million overnight and day-trip 
visitors each year. The city boasts acclaimed natural attractions, including beaches 
and subtropical rainforests, and hosts many national and international events, most 
of which occur during the cyclone, summer-storm and bushfire seasons. These 
include the BMW Magic Millions Carnival, Big Day Out, Australian Surf Life Saving 
Championships, Sanctuary Cove International Boat Show, Gold Coast Airport 
Marathon, ArMOr ALL Gold Coast 600 (V8 Supercars) and Schoolies Week.

But living in and visiting a city that sits on the ocean and abuts forests brings  
a risk of natural disasters, such as severe storms, cyclones, floods, bush fires  
and heat waves.

Visitors present unique disaster management challenges. For example, visitors 
typically have limited awareness of how to prepare for a disaster while in the city.  
And because many visitors do not have their own transportation, evacuating them 
creates additional demands on transport and accommodation. The cultural and 
linguistic diversity of visitors further complicates matters.

The city has not experienced a major disaster since the floods of 1974. residents 
and visitors have not been “tested” in generations, and the Council fears the 
community has grown apathetic to disaster management.

Highlights: 

•	 Ensure	the	City’s	resilience	by	developing		
a	formal	cross-Council	disaster	
management	strategy

•	 Increase	disaster	awareness	and	
preparedness	by	engaging	the	community	
in	an	active	dialogue	through	suitable	media	

•	 Enable	actionable	insights	through	
instrumentation,	infrastructure	and	analytics

•	 Develop	shared	situational	awareness	
through	interoperable	systems
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Findings and recommendations 
Disasters can have a devastating impact on people, property  
and the environment.

Likewise, nothing can damage organisational reputation and financial 
performance more rapidly and deeply than a major disaster poorly 
managed. reputation management has increasingly made its way  
onto the executive agenda. 

The City of Gold Coast has a good brand image as it begins to 
implement a ten-year growth strategy. To further enhance the brand  
and support the growth strategy, the IBM team recommends nine  
actions that will improve the City’s disaster management capability,  
as follows:
•	 Communicate the possibilities of enhanced disaster management 

and create interest.
•	 Develop a formal disaster management strategy within which  

it can consider elevating the role of the Disaster Management Unit 
(DMU) in the Council organisation. A key element of such a strategy  
is a resilience scorecard. This valuable mechanism, based on 
international standards, will evaluate the current resilience levels  
of the City and set the objectives for future success.

•	 Establish trusted voices that can engage in active and effective 
communication using appropriate traditional and digital 
communications. An upgrade of technical solutions will  
further enable an effective two-way, multi-channel dialogue  
that includes communities.

•	 Extend the use of instrumentation, advanced correlation  
and analytics to produce actionable intelligence to accelerate  
the disaster response.

•	 Formalise processes, policies and metrics to illuminate the rules of 
engagement between Local Disaster Management Group (LDMG) 
members. Developing the Common Operating Picture, which delivers 
a near real-time, integrated operations and intelligent response 
capability coupled with a common communication channel to all 
LDMG members and affiliates, will further promote more effective  
and efficient operation during disaster planning and response by 
providing a shared situational awareness.

Conclusion
The City’s DMU has a solid plan for disaster management and is mature 
within the constraints of the processes used today. Implementation  
of the IBM team’s recommendations can help provide actionable 
insights, enhance interoperability across the disaster management 
lifecycle and enable greater communications through social media 
and engaged communities.

It is this resilience, openly benchmarked against international 
standards and popularly supported, that can further strengthen  
the Gold Coast brand and energise business expansion, event 
hosting, tourist visits and resident growth.
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