Catholic social services working with those affected by Victorian bushfires 
Update 22 May 09
It is now nearly four months since bushfires tore through shocked Victorian communities on 7 February.  
It is relatively easy to chronicle a series of events:  Funerals have been held; roads have long-since been open; a temporary village has opened at Marysville, one of the hardest hit towns; a Royal Commission is underway. Media coverage has largely wound down, fuelled largely now by the daily hearings of the Commission.
The immediate need to supply the basics of clothing etc to replace lost goods has lessened, but new applicants continue to emerge, and the St Vincent de Paul Society and others who mix in the affected communities are continuing to find a steady demand for assistance with household needs.  And the need for physical rebuilding of houses etc remains stark:  the few structures that are re-emerging, and the caravans dotted on sites that have been cleared, serve in part to remind us of how much physical rebuilding is yet to start.  

In relation to the human dimension of recovery, the immediate crisis phase has passed, and some very significant positives have emerged:  Mercy Sister Marg Ryan, a pastoral associate in Kinglake, recounted recently the story of a local resident who had been able to shelter some neighbours from the fires, and whose own self-esteem had been positively impacted by the recognition he had received from the community.  Tales are told too of survivors who had lived on quite large blocks with little contact with their neighbours, who are now forming community links in ways that were unimaginable before the fires.  

And the affected communities continue to benefit from the national outpouring of support:  a steady stream of visits to affected towns by notable musicians is a welcome and high profile dimension of this. 
Building on these positives to obviate the individual and communal downside of post-bushfire adjustment is a key aim of the community recovery projects now gathering momentum under the auspices of several Catholic social service agencies.  With financial support from the Catholic community of Australia, channelled through the Archbishop’s Bushfire Appeal, specialised counselling and targeted community development work is underway in a number of locations, and additional staff are now being engaged to spread this work.  
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Janet Cribbes has been engaged by Centacare Catholic Family Services (Melbourne) to lead their Bushfire Community Recovery Project.  The Project has commenced to: 

· establish hospitality and welcome spaces in townships 

· strengthen provision of human services to cater for increased demand and fill in  gaps, especially during the winter months 

· work alongside  local communities to create a vision and the ‘how to’ of building a sustainable.  community for the future. 

See http://www.cam.org.au/recovery-newsletter/a-kind-heart-and-a-ready-hand.html for more detail on this project.  
Similar work is now underway with Centacare Gippsland, where Thérèse Kearney has joined Director Arda Tymensen to focus on this role.  And a program of counselling and community development has recently been funded to enable Centacare Sandhurst to focus on the rebuilding of the community at Long Gully, part of the Bendigo conurbation. 
Cooperation across the Catholic sector and beyond

These community recovery projects are led by specific agencies, but involve extensive interaction and cooperation with other Catholic agencies, and the broader response community.  
The St Vincent de Paul Society is the most active agency from our own community, with its parish-based conference activity augmented by coordinated volunteer and material assistance initiatives to enable them to address the increased demand.  The various Centacare projects seek to dove-tail with that response, and to ensure that community consultation, acting on local input etc is shared.  Brian Dalton, CEO of the Society in Victoria, joins a number of other agency representatives as a member of the Steering Committee for the Centacare Melbourne project, and is also a member of a broader Archdiocesan bushfire response coordination group.

The list of agency involvement is a long one, and in various ways involves most of our members – even those not able to provide direct assistance or support found ways to express solidarity.  

Outside the welfare sector, the Australian Catholic University is involved in a joint project with Catholic social service agencies to evaluate the response that is underway, and to write up the learnings from this experience to ensure they are available for future application by a much broader audience.  

To take one other example, Caritas Australia have also played a valued part. – see boxed article.  

Phases of cooperation

In the immediate aftermath of the bushfires, Victorian agencies and parishes were not in a good position to respond to the generous offers of assistance that poured in from the Catholic welfare sector across Australia.  All of us in Victoria were strengthened by the outpouring of solidarity, and worked to pass that on to affected communities. We also welcomed the funding support that enabled planning for a longer term response to proceed.  In many cases, however, we regretted that the rapidly unfolding pattern of needs, and the demands of the moment, prevented our taking immediate advantage of the offers of specific assistance that poured in.

As noted above, that crisis time has now passed, and the sector now is moving to a longer term response, built on consultation and an emerging understanding of needs in the various locations.  This less hectic environment is one more conducive to professional discussion with agencies around the country who have ideas, experience and expertise that they would like to have factored in to our work in re-building communities over the next few years.  Please feel free to contact any of the local Centacare Directors:
	Fr Joe Caddy
	joe.caddy@centacaremelbourne.org.au 
	(03) 9287 5501

	Arda Tymensen
	centacare@sale.catholic.org.au 
	(03) 5622 1188

	Paul Fogarty 
	director@centacare-sandhurst.org.au 
	(03) 5443 9577


With thanks to colleagues from around the country, whose response to the plight of fellow Australians will inspire us all for a long time to come, and with continued prayers for the individuals and communities whose increased vulnerability will not be overcome for some time yet,

Denis Fitzgerald

Executive Director

Catholic Social Services Victoria

Caritas assists response to Victorian bushfire survivors

At one point in his 2005 encyclical God is Love, Pope Benedict links together the responsibility of the Church’s charitable organisations at local, national and international levels to respond to the “immediate needs and specific situations: feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, caring for and healing the sick, visiting those in prison, etc.” (31a) 
Within Australia, many agencies within the Church focus on local issues.  Caritas Australia stands in solidarity with these agencies, but, with some important exceptions, its own operational priorities are usually elsewhere.  

But the 2009 Victorian bushfires called for a special effort.  Most of Australia wanted to help, and one of the ways that Caritas Australia responded was to help Catholic agencies in Victoria to respond effectively to the longer term recovery needs of affected communities.  

Caritas did this initially by reflecting reflect on its own experience in helping communities in partner countries respond to natural disasters.  What was the best way to engage with affected communities?  What are the key elements of an effective long term response?  

Sharing these learnings with people in the Church in Melbourne contributed to the development of a community development project to address the needs of affected communities. 

By facilitating a review session with Church and project personnel in June, Caritas will also help ensure that the experience gained and the lessons learned in Victoria can help inform preparation for future disasters and help make responses in future as effective as possible. 
