Pastoral Care in Disasters.  The NSW Uniting Church’s role.

Rev Alan Galt, Convenor, Disaster Recovery Committee, 

Uniting Church in Australia NSW Synod, June 2003

1.
The Uniting Church’s pastoral response in disasters has several facets:

· Police, Ambulance, Fire and Hospital Chaplains (including Uniting Church ministers and trained and supervised lay people attached to local co-operating chaplaincy and pastoral care teams in Hospitals throughout the State) minister with disaster affected people through their respective Rescue and Medical Plans 

· Members of local congregations continue their normal pastoral interactions with their church and community as they encourage disaster affected people to survive and grow in the weeks and months following the disaster. In some areas the Uniting Church through already operating community service activities promote educational and support programs that help people adapt to the inevitable disruptions. Congregations, in worship and sacrament, bible study and prayer, promote recovery and hope and, usually in co-operation with other denominations and faiths, organize memorial, commemorative and thanksgiving services

· Church people can participate in the NSW Disaster Welfare Plan’s co-ordinated community response by registering with the Disaster Welfare Services Co-ordinating Committee led by the District officers of the Department of Community Services and the Personal Services and Welfare Information Sub-committee led by the Red Cross. The Uniting Church has applied for membership of the Disaster Welfare Services Co-ordinating Committee as a “participating organization”, and this membership is activated by the Uniting Church at a local level joining District DWSCC and PSWI teams.

2.
Presbytery Disaster Contacts facilitate the Uniting Church’s response to disasters by encouraging participation in these activities including co-operation with the Disaster Welfare Plan organizations which involves 3 steps:

· Presbytery Disaster Contacts introduce themselves to the district Disaster Welfare Services Co-ordinating Committee and Personal Services and Welfare Information Sub-committee to indicate the Uniting Church’s availability to assist in Disaster Response activities at Evacuation and registration Centres and places for emergency accommodation.  

This assistance is usually by helping with the immediate day to day needs of disrupted people, by participating in programs organised by the Lead organizations, Seventh Day Adventists (accomm-odation), St Vincent de Paul (clothing), Salvation Army (food) and Red Cross (personal services).

· Being aware of congregational resources: both property, such as church halls and facilities and personnel, ministers and lay people with interest and sensitivity to be part of the community response. This is not usually social and emotional counselling, which the Health Department allocates to specialized counselors; nor advice on financial or legal matters, for which DoCS retains professional advisers; and it is definitely not evangelism which would be an abuse of disaster affected peoples’ vulnerability.  However, the long term assurance of knowing that God, through his messengers, was present in their time of distress, does have enormous spiritual benefit.

· Mobilising available church resources to meet the immediate and longer term needs of disaster affected people.  By being there in the middle of the crisis, pastoral carers can bring both personal support and practical help  as appropriate.
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3.
The Moderator can be invited to visit disaster affected congregations and communities. In recent years Moderators have conveyed the Church’s solidarity with individuals, families, congregations, and communities connected with the Thredbo landslide, in droughts, floods, storms and bushfires as well as memorial and thanksgiving services relating to national and international disasters.

4.
The Uniting Church’s Disaster Appeal Funds can be accessed for projects relating to the current and expected bushfires. 

· The Assembly Fund, restricted because of its Tax Deductibility provision to specific “Disaster Relief” welfare type payments, will consider Applications from Presbyteries or Boards for projects which do not attract government funding (Department of Community Services), Insurance payouts, and which the community wide public appeals do not cover.

· Presbyteries or Boards can apply to the Synod Secretariat for grants from the Synod Appeal Fund, for wider ranging projects relating to pastoral care in disasters which are not usually considered eligible for the other Disaster Relief funds.

The Synod Disaster Recovery Committee advises the Assembly Trustees and the Secretariat on their reply to applications for funding.

