The Church’s response to Bushfire – learning lessons for the future

One of the challenges facing the Church in responding to the devastating bushfires of 7 February is be there for the time needed to enable communities to recover.  This is a key thrust of programs being undertaken by Catholic social service agencies - see report at www.css.org.au/news.html.  

Agencies from the wider Catholic community are also contributing strongly to ensure that the community relief and recovery contributions of the Church have a lasting impact, that goes beyond the communities immediately affected. 
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Australian Catholic University is working with Catholic social service agencies to develop a program that will periodically review the interventions that are undertaken, to provide feedback and thus optimize program effectiveness.  Another aspect of this work will be the development of information for the broader Church and social service community on lessons learned from the bushfire response, to inform even better responses to human disasters in the future.  Professor Ruth Webber, Director of ACU’s Quality of Life & Social Justice Flagship, and Board members of Centacare Catholic Family Services, is leading the ACU involvement. 
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Caritas Australia also continues to support the work of the local social services sector and of the Dioceses themselves.  Caritas CEO Jack de Groot and International Programs Manager Jamie Davies facilitated a review session in Melbourne on 18 June that brought together representatives from several Catholic social service agencies, plus people from parishes and schools in bush-fire affected areas, and personnel from other parts of the Archdiocese of Melbourne.  A major conclusion from the day was the recognition of the important roles that the Church as a whole has to play in these situations, and our accountability in responding to the local Church communities, the affected population as a whole, and the broader Church on whose behalf our various agencies operate.  One specific outcome from the day is likely to be the development of a Diocesan disaster response plan, and then the sharing of that and other insights with the Dioceses throughout Australia.

