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‘Really traumatic’: One clinic’s story of survival
following devastating �oods

The Keen Street Clinic team has spent days trying to clean up the damage. (Image: Supplied)

The east coast is currently experiencing a record-breaking La Niña weather event.
  

 Rain continues to batter large parts of northern NSW and south-eastern Queensland, with reports of ‘biblical’ �ooding in
some areas.

  
 GP Dr Michele Blandford knows �rst-hand what it is like to face the devastating consequences of these life-threatening
�oods.

  
 Her practice in Lismore became completely submerged last week after being caught in the middle of the region’s worst
ever �oods following the unprecedented downfall.

  
 Lives and livelihoods lost

 
Speaking to newsGP about the traumatic ordeal, Dr Blandford said her team was initially hopeful the clinic would pull
through.
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For 70 years, the Keen Street Clinic has served the Lismore
community during sickness and trauma. Despite having lost
‘everything’, the team is determined to rebuild.
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‘Our practice has been around for 70 years, and we’ve been through a number of �oods over that time,’ she said.

  
 ‘We knew from the 2017 �ood that we might get some water underneath the clinic, so our practice manager went over to
move everything upstairs.

  
 ‘But when the levy broke, the water just kept coming and coming and eventually it peaked at 14.5 metres [more than two
metres above the previous record] and by that stage we knew it would all be under.’

  
 Speaking about the immediate aftermath, Dr Blandford says her team was initially unable to get to the clinic as all the
available boats and emergency personnel were busy rescuing people.

  
 ‘It was really traumatic seeing friends and family and patients putting out calls for help on Facebook, saying that they
were trapped in con�ned spaces where water was rising and they couldn’t get out,’ she said.

  
 ‘There weren’t enough SES and police volunteers to get to everyone, and unfortunately there have been lives lost.’

  
 The damage

 
Once the waters receded, Dr Blandford says her team encountered ‘about an inch of thick, slippery mud coating
everything’.

  
 ‘Initially we thought that some of the equipment might be salvageable, but it very quickly became apparent that nothing
was going to be saved,’ she said.

  
 ‘We have had our server and our backup server go underwater as well.

  
 ‘So we’re currently making urgent contact with IT to see if there’s any way of �nding our records. But it’s unlikely that
even if it can be salvaged, it will be accessible in any reasonable sort of timeframe.’

 

The Keen Street Clinic in

Lismore has been heavily damaged by the �oodwaters. (Images: Supplied)
  

 The team’s focus is now on ensuring the structural integrity of the building.
  

 ‘Most of our family and friends have been down there working for hours just shifting the vaccine fridges, desks, chairs
and computers, in order to get everything out so we can pull up the carpet,’ she said.

  
 ‘If we can’t get the �oorboards dry then everything will begin to rot. And then we’ll have structural damage as well, so
that’s become a priority.’

  
 Continuity of care

 
Despite the widespread damage, the practice team and other local healthcare providers have banded together to ensure
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the ongoing healthcare needs of the community are met.
 
 ‘Dr Nina Robertson and one of our nurses helped set up an emergency clinic with the other local medical volunteers
around one of the evacuation centres,’ she said.

  
 ‘We had patients without Medicare cards who didn’t know what medications they were on, but who were needing access
to them.

  
 ‘Dr Robertson had to send quite a few people o� to the hospital, some with chest pains, withdrawals and epileptic
seizures, while our nurse was trying to clean and dress wounds, and just provide some sort of emotional support to those
who were waiting.

  
 ‘Fortunately, that’s been taken over by one of the other clinics in town so we can focus our attention on trying to get the
clean-up done.’

  
 
Rebuilding

 
Dr Blandford and her team now face a di�cult road ahead, even more so without �ood insurance cover.

  
 ‘The cost of �ood insurance is just astronomical,’ she said.

  
 ‘I’m just trying to see what options are open to us �nancially to be able to rebuild.’

  
 But she is con�dent her practice will be able to pick up the pieces.

  
 ‘We’ve been part of the community for 70 years and the idea of not being there is just not something we can comprehend.

  
 ‘We really see ourselves as a family, we've been together for so long, and we will work together to rebuild.’

  
 
Outpouring of support

 
Dr Brandford says she has been inundated with messages of support from colleagues and friends after sharing her story
on social media.

  
 ‘The number of engagements and reactions and comments and messages has just been overwhelming,’ she said.

  
‘I’ve been just struggling to reply to all the o�ers of help, it’s absolutely outstanding.’

  
 One of those supporters is RACGP Rural Chair Dr Michael Clements, who experienced similar hardship in 2019 when his
Townsville practice �ooded.

  
 Speaking to newsGP, he said he faced a 12-month legal battle due to a simple ‘tick-box’ oversight in �lling out his
insurance form, which meant he also had no �ood cover.

  
 ‘It took about a year for the construction and rebuild, and for things to go back to normal,’ he said.

  
 ‘It also took me about three months [after the �ood event] to see patients again because I was so stressed.’

  
 Dr Clements says his single most important piece of advice is to learn ‘how to say yes to help’.

  
 ‘I certainly su�ered decision making fatigue,’ he said.
 
 ‘Every day I probably had about 100–200 decisions to make – everything from what do about damaged medical records,
to can I still use an otoscope that was above the �ood line? And I just got to a point where I couldn’t make any more.

  
 ‘That’s why getting a “brains-trust” of people and supports together around you is important, to help ease that load.’

  
 Dr Clements says he plans on ‘using all of the resources and availabilities of the college to support where we can’.

  
 The Rural Doctors Foundation (RDF) also reached out to Dr Brandford to o�er their support.
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Foundation Chair, Dr Dan Halliday, told newsGP the organisation was established in 2014 [as Rural Doctors Association
Queensland (RDAQ) at the time] following the Queensland �oods of 2011.

  
 ‘The idea for RDF was conceived in the 2011 �oods due to the limited ability of the profession to respond to colleagues at
risk who had been signi�cantly a�ected by natural disasters,’ he said.

  
 ‘Currently, the RDF is doing a scoping review and getting feedback from those directly a�ected to see where we can
support directly and indirectly the needs of those doctors.’

  
 Dr Brandford says she is incredibly grateful for all the practical advice and o�ers of donation her clinic has received.

  
 A GoFundMe campaign has so far raised almost $8000.

  
 ‘It’s just been overwhelming, the amount of support that’s come through,’ she said.

  
 ‘And we’re absolutely determined to rebuild and to reopen.’

  
 
Where to seek assistance

 Medicolegal Advisor Dr Sarah Bird from MDA National recommends the following resources for clinics a�ected by rain
and/or �ood damage: 

RACGP Managing emergencies, including fact sheet on �ooding and its impact on the community
Australian College of Rural and remote Medicine (ACRRM) Natural disaster readiness and recovery
MDA National Disaster preparation and recovery
Australian Government Assistance for businesses a�ected by �oods

Log in below to join the conversation.
  

disasters  �ooding  Lismore

NEWSGP WEEKLY POLL

As a GP, do you support the decriminalisation of illicit drug use?

Yes

  33%
No

  42%
Only certain drugs

  18%
Only in speci�c circumstances

  5%

Vote

https://ruraldoctorsfoundation.org.au/about-rural-doctors-foundation-our-history/
https://gofund.me/9cb39a20
https://www.racgp.org.au/running-a-practice/practice-management/managing-emergencies-and-pandemics/managing-emergencies-in-general-practice
https://www.racgp.org.au/download/Documents/Disaster/Flooding-and-its-impact-Fact-sheet.pdf
https://www.acrrm.org.au/support/clinicians/community-support/natural-disaster-readiness-recovery
https://www.mdanational.com.au/~/media/Files/MDAN-Corp/Publications/Practice-Managers-Update-2016.pdf?la=en
https://business.gov.au/news/assistance-for-businesses-affected-by-floods
https://www1.racgp.org.au/newsgp/allnews?tagname=disasters
https://www1.racgp.org.au/newsgp/allnews?tagname=flooding
https://www1.racgp.org.au/newsgp/allnews?tagname=Lismore


09/03/2022, 09:34 RACGP - ‘Really traumatic’: One clinic’s story of survival following devastating floods

https://www1.racgp.org.au/newsgp/professional/really-traumatic-one-clinic-s-story-of-survival-fo 5/5

newsGP

Terms and conditions | Privacy statement | RACGP | recruitGP | AJGP

© 2018 The Royal Australian College of General Practitioners (RACGP) ABN 34 000 223 807

Login to comment

https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjstxjYeg3dHzJ0CMK0miQlbabnIkDTYCO0NTwnjYKGxVI8A9jGOZxJg4gxRlC6gfHjrfgeVuKXgZ8kKBpqFrg2n8AWpAC2eJD3Vloc5YQ4xGmwwVdDP_EbMqRCajA8fFEdUgsHcuCiP9LVjVhCJGocCCFCekKcg61x27_qHOOEUa-11W6Yq-uRBoxGssMfWPfAZPqXm0JwNTYv_uJrO4CGsKaHscTixHWwL0FKW8wC1zZNMMiIUoqnnFpfSRYRP1zD35-Ghy-nkUgSWQ2psf7Dmy4sIN_JZkl_-WOxG6pOM0NOA70XU&sai=AMfl-YQQobEXjHmH3fScwLB4XTYPEuSqhXaAIGHY-n2RAMroxBCqQJSHmsrTXwZgAEzV9Gp6uhhaQyiAvZ8cvp07gtTZg-Bx-dOIljHg6pwNyYFqldSHdXUf7zV5XKsk3_8WaWUZ&sig=Cg0ArKJSzGr4wLiW4k2v&fbs_aeid=[gw_fbsaeid]&adurl=https://zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_GRsV8nioRhibydvT_iZGTQ
https://www1.racgp.org.au/newsgp/professional/really-traumatic-one-clinic-s-story-of-survival-fo?rss=RACGPnewsGPArticles
https://www1.racgp.org.au/newsgp/professional/really-traumatic-one-clinic-s-story-of-survival-fo?rss=RACGPnewsGPArticles
https://www.racgp.org.au/terms-and-conditions
https://www.racgp.org.au/privacy-policy
https://www.racgp.org.au/
https://www1.racgp.org.au/recruitGP
https://www1.racgp.org.au/AJGP/Home
https://www1.racgp.org.au/login?returnurl=/newsGP/Professional/Really-traumatic-One-clinic-s-story-of-survival-fo

