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Background:

Disasters are extraordinary events that because of their scope, intensity or duration, overwhelm the community’s capacity to cope and maintain equilibrium

They may be natural -- such as floods, bushfires, earthquakes, storms; or human-caused, through deliberate, accidental or negligent interference in the health and well-being of people or communities.

In NSW, the State Government’s Disaster Plan provides for a coordinated response by government departments, lead non-government organisations and the community, in the areas of emergency rescue, medical intervention and ongoing recovery services, including agriculture, commerce, industry, power, telecommunications and transport.

Disaster Welfare

The State Disaster Welfare Plan coordinates the activity of key government departments and non-government agencies involved in the provision of services relating to the physical, medical, economic and social well-being of individuals, groups and communities who have been affected by a disaster.

The State Disaster Recovery Committee, chaired by the Department of Community Services, coordinates the immediate Emergency Relief and longer term Emergency Recovery involvement of government departments that are responsible for health, medical and welfare intervention and specific activities such as community infrastructure, education, housing and insurance.

Four core Areas of Disaster Relief are coordinated by lead Participating Organisations, or “Community Partners”: 

Emergency Accommodation is arranged by Adracare, the welfare arm of the Adventist Church; 

Emergency Catering  by the Salvation Army; 

Emergency Clothing , The St Vincent de Paul Society; and 

Personal Services and Welfare Information, the NSW Red Cross Society. 

Anglicare, the Anglican Church’s Welfare organisation, is a fifth “Participating Organisation” mobilising its State-wide network of facilities, trained clergy and lay volunteers to assist in the four emergency welfare functional tasks where required.

Uniting Church 

In NSW The Uniting Church’s involvement in Disaster Recovery has been through its already functioning areas of specialised pastoral ministry, specific community welfare and support organisations, and through local clergy and congregations continuing their normal ministry in response to local needs.

1.  Full-time Chaplains and their part-time colleagues to Police, Fire Brigade and Ambulance Services relate to the pastoral needs of the officers and their families of their organizations and as a secondary role assist where appropriate in organising pastoral and religious services for members of the community affected by the emergency. Full-time and part-time Hospital Chaplains provide for the spiritual and religious needs of disaster affected people through their own hospitals’ casualty departments and emergency teams. Mental Health Chaplains are part of their Health Area’s Disaster Response.

2.  Regional and local welfare and community support organisations -- Lifeline, Community Aid -- continue to provide the counselling, relief and support assistance for which they are designed, carefully linking with the Disaster Welfare organizations to avoid unnecessary duplication and confusion of services.

3.   Local ministers and congregations prepare for immediate response and longer term recovery, including memorial services, prayer meetings, theological reflection on the emergency. They can support the government sponsored local Disaster Welfare Services teams or work informally through their local church to bring encouragement and support to disaster affected people in their own geographical area. 

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. Churches through 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.

4.   The Uniting Church Synod Disaster Recovery Committee monitors events at a state level, advises on the appropriateness of Church Leaders’ visits, Synod and Assembly disaster appeals and encourages Presbytery Disaster Contacts to support the work of their Area Disaster Welfare Services Co-ordinating Committee. 

Presbytery Disaster Contacts have lists of representatives from congregations in the Presbytery with an outline of their resources: halls with kitchens; church offices able to assist with communications and literature; trained and supervised elders available for pastoral visitation. 

Ideally Presbytery Disaster Contacts will have met and got to know the Disaster Welfare co-ordinators, especially the Red Cross led Personal Services, and participated in local training and planning days, so that local Uniting Church representatives are on the list of people who are regarded as relevant when a disaster does strike.

5.
  The Synod Disaster Appeal Fund receives donations and distributes funds to assist in disaster recovery activities in which the Uniting Church is involved. Lacking the Tax-benefit provisions of the Assembly Fund it has a wider choice of programs it is able to support and concentrates on disaster ministry.

Action Required for Planning in Disaster Response 

(a) Presbytery Responsibility 

1. Liaise with groups in the local community who respond to disasters when they occur, for example, police, DOCS, SES, fire brigade, hospital, other churches, registering Uniting Church volunteers willingness to train and be identified as available to work with Disaster welfare organisations following a disaster.

2. Participate in Disaster Welfare training seminars and workshops when available and organising such events when necessary. Nomination of one or more persons in each Presbytery as contact person. 

3. Encourage congregations to undertake their task of liaison and training. 

Inclusion of this item in local church reviews.

4. Maintain a list of parish contact persons and monitoring disaster response preparedness throughout the presbytery. 

(b) Synod Disaster Recovery Committee Responsibility 

1. Maintain of a register of presbytery contact persons. 

2. Establishment of committee to monitor this area of work. 

3. Distribution of information to presbytery contact persons, including guidelines for distribution of funds. 

4. Liaison with State Disaster Recovery Committee to assist in the organisation of training programs. 

5. Liaison with appropriate organisations at State level to ensure their understanding of Uniting Church disaster ministry programs. 

6. Liaison with other churches to develop cooperation in responding to disasters. 

7. Liaison with Trustees of the Synod and Assembly Disaster Relief Funds. 

8. Liaison with State Government Disaster Welfare Committee to make effective use of Uniting Church resources. 

Action Required in Event of Disaster Occurring 

(a) Presbytery Responsibility 

1. In event of disaster in presbytery area, contact congregations through the designated contact persons. Ascertain needs beyond those able to be supplied by the congregation. 

2. Ascertain through already established contacts the extent of the disaster and the pastoral care needs in the short and long term. 

3. Instigate action by mobilising already identified local facilities and personnel to work with the Government disaster plans (rescue, medical, welfare). 

4. Assess the adequacy of whatever initial action has been taken. Ask for additional personnel from other congregations in the presbytery where necessary. Ask for financial assistance where necessary. 

5. Contact the Synod Disaster Recovery Committee where necessary and indicate resources required outside those available from the presbytery. 

6. In event of disaster in another area, respond to requests for assistance from the Synod Disaster Recovery Committee. 

(b) Synod Disaster Committee Responsibility 

1. Make contact with the presbytery designated contact person and ascertain needs.

2. Advise the Moderator and President about visiting, public statements and an Appeal.

Refer financial needs to the Synod and Assembly Disaster Relief Fund. 

3. Where resources of personnel are required beyond those available in congregations or Presbyteries, organise to send additional personnel to undertake pastoral care and support. 

4. Where physical resources are required (clothing, food, accommodation etc.) arrange for appeal and collection and work through the State Disaster Welfare lead organisations such as St Vincent de Paul and the Salvation Army who are officially authorised in matters of practical assistance. 

5. Liaise with staff of other Synod boards to ensure appropriate assistance in particular matters (for example, Uniting Ministry with the Ageing staff for aged care, General Secretary of Synod for personal assistance to ministers). 

6. Monitor the effectiveness of the presbytery response at various stages including long-term follow up. Allocate people trained to support the local personnel. Advise on debriefing and rotating of helpers. 

      7.   Make a report to the Synod on action taken.







