NSW Disasters 2002/3 

Synod Disaster Recovery Committee June 2003 

1.     Bali Bombing.     The memorial service in the Great Hall of the National Parliament demonstrated a united response from Australians to the massive bomb attack in the resort of Kutra. There were leaders from every state and territory, representatives of all religions, the military, the Governor General and his predecessor, the Prime Minister, Deputy Prime Minister and leader of the Opposition, people in wheelchairs, school children, family and friends of the dead, injured and missing. The candles, bagpiper, orchids placed in the makeshift Balinese garden, prayers, choir, addresses and greetings, letters from children, encouraged the conviction of Australians of all faiths that we must negotiate the road of peace and harmony together. 

2.     Canberra Fires January 2003 
The Canberra bushfire emergency was a classic reminder that disasters will strike unexpectedly and regularly.  Where links with government and other lead welfare agencies have been established, the Church’s participation is welcome. And when the Uniting Church’s resources and capabilities are not known to the disaster welfare co-ordinators, their offers of help are not generally utilized.

In this case the Uniting Church continued to be the church: Police, Fire, Ambulance and Hospital Chaplains worked through their specific organizations; Lifeline operated its usual service; and local congregations provided support, comfort and encouragement to people affected by the emergency, those ravaged by the fire’s devastation, and the many more whose safety and security was threatened. In addition, the Presbytery Disaster Contact ensured the availability of pastoral resource people from the Presbytery, visited evacuation centres where possible and followed up individual families as required.  The Presbytery hosted a well received visit from the Moderator and Assembly President which reminded the Church and the wider community of God’s presence and involvement in times of desolation.  

In the weeks and months after the disaster the Church’s main Disaster task - promoting recovery - was developed through normal and special services, Bible study and fellowship activities, as well as particular advocacy and encouragement programs that help disaster affected people survive and grow.

The Synod and Assembly Disaster Relief Funds were able to support local Church initiatives, not duplicating government, insurance or public appeal funds, but concentrating on specific needs within the local disaster affected community in which the church has an extra contribution.

With a second episode of expected extreme fire danger safely endured, it was an occasion for the church to lead the community’s expressions of relief and gratitude to God for deliverance as well as the courage to fight adversity and the strength to survive heartbreaking circumstances.

3.     Waterfall derailment January 2003   Uniting Church Police, Ambulance and Fire Chaplains led by Graeme Dark were heavily involved on the day at the site and in the police centres, particularly supporting police and rescue workers in their emotional and at times confusing task.  In the following weeks, memorial services and prayers took place for affected people dispersed through the community, as well as local services held in Wollongong particularly for University people involved.

4.     The ongoing drought in NSW.   The attached map and the Insights article by Ross Neville remind us of the drought's continuing impact, with some leads on how congregations can help alleviate the increasing emotional and spiritual despair in the bush.

In line with the intention of our Synod Disaster Plan that the Uniting Church’s emphasis in disasters is encouraging the various agents of the Church to continue to do their own specific work effectively, our Committee, having prepared Presbytery Disaster Contacts throughout the State, then has the task of monitoring and supporting their work; advising and encouraging the Moderator and Synod Officers and where necessary liaising with other Presbyteries and Synods to help them take appropriate supportive action; and reporting back to the Synod on the effectiveness of the Church’s response.
