Pastoral Care in Disaster  NSW Uniting Church 2001 (from the Synod Disaster Recovery Committee’s 2001 report to the Assembly National Disaster Recovery Consultative Group)

After the tension of the Sydney Olympics there has been a welcome relief from disasters in NSW. 

The 2 months of the Games were not without incident, but nothing requiring the 

mobilisation of the State Disaster Plan, and by sheer good luck the major 

derailment in adjacent weeks, co-incidently near the North Strathfield station, 

was of an empty passenger train.

This extract from the Sydney Morning Herald on 20th September reminds

just how precarious Olympics Security was!

Since October, the Northern Inland floods wreaked extensive havoc on 

property, stock and livelihoods, as well as devastating roads and infrastructure.  

State and National Disaster Relief programs were activated and the Moderator 

and Synod agencies responded swiftly and effectively to the Presbyteries’ 

assessments of the pastoral needs of disaster affected people.  

The Assembly Disaster Relief Fund was called on to provide morale-

building contributions and Synod and Assembly officers were given the

opportunity to clarify the major purpose of the Fund, which is to focus on local 

projects that sustain and encourage adaptation and growth in the face of disaster, 

not to duplicate government, public appeal and civic relief activities.

Another clarification was the role of congregations outside the disaster affected area – to bring comfort, encouragement and hope from the wider church, by working through, not apart from, the State appointed disaster relief, welfare and recovery organisations.

In NSW the Church’s main task in disasters is to continue to be the Church, providing spiritual nourishment and pastoral care. The aim is to help disaster affected people survive and develop in spite of the emergency, not merely to attempt to replace the material losses. It focuses on the resilience and adaptability of the people concerned, avoiding the destructive impact of a convergance of aid or personnel.

The NSW Uniting Church Disaster Plan directs would be helpers to the already functioning government sponsored disaster relief organisations, in particular the NSW Red Cross, which is responsible for co-ordinating the general personal support, comforting, accompanying, bringing advice and guidance in the absence of family and friends.

In a development now emerging in other States, the NSW Health Department is in charge of disaster counselling and calls exclusively on professional counsellors and others with training in specific areas such as legal, financial or mental health needs.

These professionals in turn have moved away from the previously prevalent emphasis on preventive “critical incident stress debriefing” for everyone, to a more cost-effective and less intrusive concentration on providing professional help for the much smaller number of people who do develop adverse reactions to disaster trauma and loss.

The Uniting Church, either on its own, or where possible in co-operation with other local churches, promotes the healing ceremonies, home visits, congregational worship, fellowship and on-going pastoral support that helps people rebuild and renew their lives and their faith disrupted by the disaster.


Over the page is a reminder of how our NSW Plan for Pastoral Care in Disasters works.

Pastoral Care in Disaster:   The NSW Uniting Church Disaster Response and Recovery Plan

Rev Alan Galt, December 2001

The NSW Government’s Disaster Plan, Displan, allocates specific disaster tasks to statutory bodies:
1.
Disaster Rescue Plan -  Emergency Rescue operations with the main responsibility of saving lives and rescuing those at risk or already injured and returning the scene to a safe condition (1) are controlled by Police, SES, Bushfire and Fire Brigade, Ambulance, Defence and Volunteer Rescue Associations and the responsible authorities for Transport, Mines, Industrial locations.  Pastoral care in these situations would be co-ordinated by chaplains already working with the particular rescue organization, mobilizing if necessary extra pastoral assistance from our presbytery based Disaster Response organization.

2.     
Disaster Medical Plan – Health Department and Hospitals have complex arrangements to deal with 

large scale medical emergencies within and across specific health regions and further afield providing mobile as 

well as base facilities to assess and treat the range of casualties. Medical teams recognize and provide to varying 

degrees for the needs of the dead and dying, including religious and counselling concerns. Again pastoral care 

would be provided initially by chaplains already linked with the emergency and intensive care units or other 

relevant departments organizing disaster response in particular hospitals and health areas.

3.     
Disaster Welfare Plan – under the direction of the Department of Community Services, the NSW Disaster Welfare Plan emphasizes Disaster “Recovery”, restoring the affected community to a normal level of functioning (2). Lead organizations implement disaster welfare activities for which they have been preparing for many years: Emergency Accommodation co-ordinated by the Seventh Day Adventist Church;  Emergency Catering by the Salvation Army; Emergency Clothing by the St Vincents de Paul Organisation; and 

          

Emergency Information and Personal Services by the NSW Red Cross Society. 

Access to disaster sites, hospital and field medical units, mortuaries, and emergency evacuation and welfare centres cannot be taken for granted. A meaningful co-operation with other disaster workers requires prior contact, collaboration in exercises and planning, gradually building trust and acceptance from all sides.

There is some overlap with the Disaster Medical Plan where social workers, nurses and psychologists will be dealing with specific cases for mental health counselling, grief and loss support and Department of Community Services officers have designated roles in managing some long term clients and particular welfare problems. 

The NSW Red Cross Society co-ordinates the resources for general personal support from throughout the community and this has come to include, over several decades of disasters and near disasters (notably the 

Newcastle Earthquake in 1989, the Nyngan Floods in1990, the Sydney Bushfires in 1994 and the Drought Management Programme in 1994-5) the contribution of the churches to the building and maintaining of morale and hope(3).  

Priests and clergy and other authorized pastoral care providers from church agencies continue to work with their own parishioners and offer religious and spiritual encouragement and consolation to everyone affected from the early days of disaster Impact and will be even more relevant in the months of disaster Recovery to follow.

The Synod Committee for Pastoral Care in Disasters (4) monitors the Church’s response and advises Synod and Assembly officers and the wider church on appropriate levels of pastoral care, ensuring that energy is retained for effective provision of healing, sustaining, guiding and reconciling activities in the weeks and months of disaster recovery after the initial community excitement about the disaster has subsided.
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SECURITY WATCH
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A fully loaded, fuelled airliner


crashing into the opening cer-


emony before a world-wide tele-vision audience at the Sydney Olympics was one of the greatest security fears for the Games, the Olympic Security Commander, former chief superintendent Paul McKinnon, says.











