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It’s incredible to think that six months have passed since the Black
Summer bushfires raged across the country’s south-east coast –
including East Gippsland and Victoria’s high country.
It was a summer in which 33 people lost their lives, and thousands
more lost their homes, their livelihoods and, for a time, their hope.
Hectares of bushland and wildlife were decimated and a thick pall
of smoke blanketed parts of Victoria including Melbourne.
From the outset, our local volunteers took calls from traumatised
people on our newly-set up Bushfire Assistance Line. Shortly after
Vinnies Victoria joined the national Vinnies Bushfire Appeal.
In the immediate emergency phase that covered the first six weeks,
local volunteers were quickly on the ground supporting and
assisting displaced people who arrived en masse at the designated
relief centres helping to provide:
• Urgent cash grants to impacted households of $1,000, and up to
$3,000 if required.
• Material assistance with food, water, clothing, bedding,
essential items and grocery vouchers.
• Emergency hotel accommodation for people who had lost
everything.
Since March we have been in the recovery phase and we are
focusing on assisting Victorians by supporting impacted households
and businesses with support including, for example:
• Recovery grants of up to $8,000 for critical loss.
• Financial assistance with bills to help households recover.
• Laptops, uniforms and school shoes, university courses.
• Emotional support and practical assistance in the wake of the
fires, such as clearing burnt out properties and supplying water
tanks, generators and fencing.
As of June 2020, across Australia Vinnies has distributed more
than $16.7m and counting – in direct cash payments, supporting
more than 4,500 households – of the $22.9m raised nationally. The
remaining $6.2m are committed to recovery projects over the next
18 months.
The Society remains committed to ensuring all funds raised will be
provided to long-term recovery needs. No administrative fees are
held by the Society so 100 cents of every dollar is provided to assist
people.
From our experience assisting communities through previous
emergencies, we understand that recovery is a long-term process
requiring more than temporary solutions, as our volunteers are still
supporting people who lived through the Black Saturday bushfires
of 2009 in Victoria and 2019 in Bunyip.
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Swan Hill craftsman David arrived at the Vinnies Bairnsdale
Assistance Centre with a donation of three handcrafted rocking
horses.
Bairnsdale volunteers Cath and Jo were there to welcome the
donations with open arms.
“It’s been a very difficult year for the people of Bairnsdale,”
said Cath. “We knew of at least three families with young
children who had lost everything during this year’s bushfires
and we wanted to lift their spirits somehow.”
Cath, Jo and their fellow volunteers have been working closely
with families during the East Gippsland bushfires and have
been alongside them ever since, providing food, food vouchers,
clothes, furniture and assistance with bills and education.
Basically, anything and everything to help people get their lives
back on track.

COMMITTED TO ASSISTING PEOPLE IN BUSHFIRE AREAS
As part of the recovery phase and as soon as it was safe to do so,
the Society’s Relief Team members commenced their face to face
follow up with affected households to provide further financial
assistance and ongoing support as required. Due to the remoteness
of the locations the Relief Teams had been operating in a ‘fly in’ – ‘fly
out’ model - visiting weekly. Now with the COVID-19 pandemic and
associated social isolation requirements, working in this established
way, directly with people, has been hampered and members are
undertaking assessments by phone.
Our volunteers have sought ways to continue to provide assistance
to bushfire-affected people while adhering to social distancing
guidelines, including:
• In northern Victoria, in Tallangatta, our volunteers have been
active across their community, including their local schools.
• In Bairnsdale our volunteers respond to calls for assistance and
provide assistance with food hampers, bills and education costs.
• In Mallacoota, while we have no active volunteer group, we have
been working closely with community groups and the local school
and tailoring our assistance to the local need. For example, the
school’s basketball court was also completely destroyed in the fires
and we have pledged the full amount to rebuild the court to a top,
new standard for their community.
As we have demonstrated time and again our role is to support local
people to develop plans to rebuild their houses, their communities
and their towns. At Vinnies we are uniquely positioned to fulfil this
role through our established network of more than 12,000 volunteers
and members who live and work in communities around the country.
• We recognise that no two people’s experience of the bushfires are
the same; nor are their future needs likely to be identical.
• To ensure the best possible outcome we will work in partnership
with people to offer the specialised support they need to get back
on their feet.
• All funds donated to the Vinnies Bushfire Appeal will be spent to
help people and communities affected by the bushfires, including
the direct response already provided and ongoing community
rebuilding over the next 12-18 months.
While COVID-19 has presented an unexpected hurdle in our bushfire
relief work, we are continuing to consult with communities on how
we can best use the remaining money million in Vinnies Bushfire
Appeal funds to support their recovery.
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Introducing Tegan Moore the new Trauma Recovery Practitioner who will be providing
counselling support for students in Mallacoota’s P-12 college.

COMMITTED TO THE LONG JOURNEY - REBUILDING
What we are doing now?
• Working with referral agencies to gain access to families
• Engaging with Shire Councils to facilitate contact with
householders that have suffered loss through the bushfires.
• Making contact with local neighborhood houses and community
centres to promote the support available through the Society.
• Activating an education scholarship program for tertiary/TAFE
students.
What we plan to do:
• Developing a long term rebuilding program for the distribution of
funds which includes supporting individuals, families and the wider
community through the delivery of capacity building projects and
outreach social support work that builds resilience.
• Members working with the community and other agencies to
identify sustainable recovery and rebuilding capacity projects
• Recognising the long term mental health impact on community
members we are working to identify opportunities to support
counselling services.
An example of the long term work
The visiting teams attending Mallacoota had a strong focus on
engaging with the local community to understand their needs.
This included making contact with all of the local schools to
understand what students needed and what kind of support they
would need to be able to reengage in education.
As a result of these discussions the Society was approached to see
if they could support the engagement of counselling support for
students in a P-12 college.
Studies show that traumatic events such as bushfires put schooling at
risk and we were keen to play a role in assisting in the emotional and
psychological recovery of children.
After a number of discussions with the college we agreed to support
the school to recruit a Trauma Recovery Practitioner for the students.
The appointment will last for 12 months and will work with students
who have been impacted by the trauma of the bushfires. The position
has now been filled and work with the students has commenced.

