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Youth-Focused Disaster Recovery Protocol 

February 2020 
 

Who is this protocol for? 
 
This protocol is for use by Federal, State and Local Government emergency and recovery services and 
institutions, and local youth services, youth workers and others who engage with young people in 
disaster affected areas. 
 
It aims to provide guidance on key matters for consideration / inclusion in post-disaster recovery and 
rebuilding, to ensure positive outcomes for young people aged 12-25 who have been affected directly 
and/or indirectly by a disaster. 
 

Why is it important to have a special protocol for young people? 
 
In times of disaster, when families and communities are stressed and disconnected, and resources are 
channelled to dealing with disaster relief and recovery, it can often be the young people of the community 
whose needs are sidelined, and often at a crucial stage in adolescent development that can never be 
revisited.   
 
Many young people will be required to step up their responsibility to their families and will also feel that 
they cannot voice their normal adolescent / early adult concerns in the context of a disaster environment 
when everyone’s needs are so dire.   
 
Their connections to peers and support networks are often significantly compromised by transport and 
communication outages which can compound feelings of disconnection, loss of control and mental health 
issues.   
 
There is also a risk that more young people will leave their communities and not return because they 
have been displaced or to search for jobs. 
 
Young people from farming and small business backgrounds have identities that are linked to their 
family’s business, and expectations that they will continue that legacy. If the property or business is 
destroyed, their livelihood, expectations and plans for their future may also be destroyed. In addition, 
young people may be expected to leave school to help on the farm or in the business, or there may be no 
money to send young people to boarding school which may also destroy chances of getting into 
university. 
 
What are some of the key principles for young people in disaster recovery? 
 
It is vital to provide resources specifically to support and empower young people in a disaster situation, 
both in the immediate aftermath of the disaster, and then as part of the ongoing recovery and rebuilding 
process over several years.  Young people should play a central role in determining how the resources 
should be utilised to ensure the strongest outcomes. 
 
Young people should have a dedicated and specific role on local, state and National recovery committees, 
and advisory bodies.  
 
It is vital that young people are considered and included in any economic and infrastructure planning / 
rebuilding that a local community, state or national body may be working on (ie. BCA) and their views 
are included in both immediate and long-term modelling and or impact statements.  
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What support do young people need after a disaster? 
 
Mental health services can be key to ensuring that young people are able to process their experiences.  
It is important to note that mental health services must be trusted by the young person, trauma informed, 
able to be provided without stigma, and easily accessible (taking into account cost, referral pathways, 
transportation needs etc).  Often, mental health services will be better provided by local youth or health 
services with which young people have an established relationship. 

Recreational programs to provide some semblance of a normal life, and to promote connection to their 
communities and with people who understand what they have experienced.  Such programs can also 
provide a platform for youth workers to subtly assess young people’s wellbeing and needs for referral to 
mental health and other services, in situations where young people may not even realise they need help, 
or be able to articulate their needs, or may be reluctant to ‘bother’ others for help as their family and 
community face significant troubles. 

Empowerment, coordination and support to be ‘part of the solution’ and play an important role in 
contributing to recovery and rebuilding efforts, including renewing community cohesion. In other conflict 
and disaster zones, it has often been young people who have led community projects to rebuild their 
communities.  
 

What are the mechanisms to get support to young people? 
 
Youth services in local communities 
Local youth services will already be known and trusted in the community, as well as being easier to 
access, so are generally a better investment than fly-in-fly-out models of support, or bigger services in 
regional centres. They will also often be based in Local Government Associations, which take the lead on 
recovery and rebuilding efforts, which positions youth support and action as a key part of recovery and 
renewal. 
 
The work of youth services can be remedial, such as on-the-ground generalist support and mental health 
services, or recreational programs to ensure young people have some semblance of a normal life, and 
stay connected to their communities and with people who understand what they have experienced. 
Importantly, youth services can also coordinate, support and fund young people to play an important role 
in contributing to recovery and rebuilding efforts, and rebuilding community cohesion.   
 
It is critical that young people are consulted and empowered to take a lead in determining the support 
that they need, the projects that they can lead and contribute to, and how they would like to see their 
community (including infrastructure and economic prospects) be rebuilt.  Youth services can play a role 
in supporting and coordinating young people’s safe and effective participation in such decision making. 
 
It will also be vital for young people to be involved at the centre of decision making for recovery and 
rebuilding for their communities, to ensure their perspectives and lived experience inform decisions such 
as rebuilding of community facilities, and the creation of jobs. It is also as a matter of respect, as they are 
essential citizens for the health and future of the communities.  
 
Youth Development Officers in the LGAs are ideally placed to coordinate young people’s involvement, 
supported by YACVic and other state peaks. For immediate / quick action, grants to each affected local 
council should include an amount specified for youth services, to ensure that the unique needs of young 
people and the role they can/do play in the community are addressed. 
 
Structures exist in most communities that would allow quick and expert deployment / utilisation of 
funds. Based on consultation undertaken by YACVic with colleagues and members, and we would advise 
that immediate funding is best placed via allocations to each affected Local/Shire Council, and to 
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Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations (ACCO). In addition to having existing mechanisms to 
distribute equitably and quickly, they are best placed to know what is happening on the ground.  
 
We would also recommend that the funding is specifically identified and allocated for youth services, and 
overseen by a Youth Development Officer at the council (rather than health services, which tend to be 
more narrowly focused and can be stigmatising).  
 
In the mid- to long term, other community youth services can also play a key role as lead agencies for 
recovery and rebuilding work with young people.  Youth services can operate in/via a multitude of 
environments (local council, community, school, health, sport and recreation, etc), and ideally the 
services would be funded to be located within, or be able to easily and regularly travel to, each affected 
town, so that the young people are being supported by trusted community members who are there for 
the long term.  It is also often difficult (emotionally, financially, or due to transport availability) for young 
people to travel to other towns.  
 
Such investment will have enormous economic and social benefits, and could save millions in tertiary end 
services.  Professional youth workers have specific skills that are often not fully recognised, and are also 
usually very good at stretching dollars to deliver great outcomes. 
 
What should funding be spent on? 
 
Meaningful funding would allow additional youth services – to be determined by each community based 
on their needs – such as: 

• Creating a team of generalist youth workers who can run activities and events where young 
people can gather for some normality and social connection, but also be subtly assessed and 
referred for other needs. This should be a medium-term investment (i.e. 5 years), recognising the 
need for continuity, and that issues will continue to emerge over time for traumatised 
communities. 

• Providing additional community-based services for young people who are traumatised. This may 
include mental health services, as not all young people will want to / be able to travel to where 
services such as headspace operate. If these are offered as outreach services they are best done 
in person as young people in rural locations may not have free access to technology.  

• Coordinating and paying young people to take on projects to help their communities to rebuild 
and recover. Rural communities are made up of incredible, resilient people – many of whom are 
driven young individuals who are passionate about where they live. 

• Consulting with young people for their unique perspectives on solutions for rebuilding, both for 
community infrastructure and for economic recovery, especially the tourism, construction and 
agriculture industries.   

• Providing opportunities for young people, such as apprenticeships while they assist with 
rebuilding, or community services training for those running youth programs, which could allow 
local skills development to be one of the silver linings on the disaster. 

• Training staff from local institutions (schools, health services etc) and community members to 
understand the support that young people will need immediately and in the longer term.  This 
should include training in the Code of Ethical Practice in Youth Work. 

• Investing in local service providers and community members to become accredited instructors 
in Youth Mental Health First Aid training, to support young people in the immediate aftermath of 
the disaster, and to build the resilience of the community for the recovery and rebuilding stage, 
and future disasters. 

• Provide access to safe sex information, sexual and reproductive health resources and services. 
• In the case of bushfires, fund the Country fire Authority (CFA) Junior Volunteer Development 

Program (JVDP) (Junior Brigades) across all branches, to encourage and train local young people 
to join the CFA. 
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Past Inquiries – What has been recommended after previous disasters? 
 
High level Recommendations involving Young People 
 
2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission 

• Recommendations 
o Six: ‘Victoria lead an initiative of the Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood 

Development and Youth Affairs to ensure that the national curriculum incorporates the 
history of bushfire in Australia and that existing curriculum areas such as geography, 
science and environmental studies include elements of bushfire education.’ 

 
Victorian Bushfire Reconstruction and Recovery Authority  

• Recommendations 
o ‘VBRRA adopted a … framework that has the concept of community at its centre.’ 
o ‘VBRRA would be involved in all four domains in varying degrees but the local community 

would be central to decision-making processes. Once people had a chance to convene and 
reach some kind of consensus about their needs, they would be invited to submit a 
proposal for community recovery which the Authority would help them enact. The 
combined proposals from all the affected communities would then form the basis for 
VBRRA’s long-term master plan.’ 

o ‘VBRRA began by encouraging affected townships to set up Community Recovery 
Committees (CRCs) for the express purpose of developing recovery plans.’ 

o ‘VBRRA suggested that groups consult widely, hold open meetings and make consensus-
based decisions wherever possible.’ 

 
Engaging Youth in Post-Disaster Research. Lori Peek, Jennifer Tobin-Gurley, Robin S Cox, Leila Scannell, 
Sarah Fletcher and Cheryl Heykoop (2016) 
 

• ‘Children and youth have a vital role to play in disaster risk reduction, research activities, policy 
creation and decision-making.’ 

 
Kids the hidden victims of Black Saturdays 
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/politics/kids-the-hidden-victims-ofblack-saturday-
disaster/news-story/12a50cc1382c4dbedecb111c7e01fecd 
 
Psychological effects on young people ten years on 
https://www1.racgp.org.au/newsgp/clinical/%E2%80%98renewal-from-the-ashes%E2%80%99-ten-
years-on-from-black-s 
 
  

https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/politics/kids-the-hidden-victims-ofblack-saturday-disaster/news-story/12a50cc1382c4dbedecb111c7e01fecd
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/nation/politics/kids-the-hidden-victims-ofblack-saturday-disaster/news-story/12a50cc1382c4dbedecb111c7e01fecd
https://www1.racgp.org.au/newsgp/clinical/%E2%80%98renewal-from-the-ashes%E2%80%99-ten-years-on-from-black-s
https://www1.racgp.org.au/newsgp/clinical/%E2%80%98renewal-from-the-ashes%E2%80%99-ten-years-on-from-black-s
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Specific Cohorts – What specific needs might some youth cohorts have? 
 
Young disabled people can be particularly vulnerable during bushfires due to a lack of accessible 
information, emergency housing, vital equipment and many other factors.  The Victorian Youth Disability 
Advocacy Service (YDAS) has collated some useful resources for disabled Victorians who are impacted 
by the bushfires. 
https://www.yacvic.org.au/blog/bushfire-resources-victorians-disability/ 
 
There is a possibility that young people from certain groups (eg Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, 
LGBTIQA+, multicultural communities) may experience racism and discrimination as they seek 
assistance and support in the aftermath of a disaster.  It is important to assess arrangements at relief 
centres, recovery activities, and decision making processes to ensure inclusive and accessible practices 
are being utilised. 
 
Communications – What are young people’s communication needs in/after a disaster? 
 
Media coverage of/by young people 
 
There is so much that comes to mind, of course the practical needs, assistance opportunities, and the 
targeted mental health care is what most people are thinking about at the moment. But my experience 
with these types of things says that what young people want in particular is space and time that helps 
them forget a bit about what is happening. A chance to reduce responsibility, even for a few hours, and be 
young. I’d really love to be able to take some fun, engaging, ‘distracting’ youth programs into the worst 
affected areas in the recovery stages, and be an outside support to put young people in a space where they 
are allowed to have fun and enjoy themselves, despite their situations and their families devastation. 
There’s so much responsibility on young people to be grown up, to be responsible, to be present throughout 
the unknown grey period of recovery. It’s a tough space for them to be in, and often they don’t know how to 
balance the responsibility and the pre-existing needs of a developing young person.  
 

Bonnie Clark, Youth Services & Partnerships Coordinator, Mansfield Shire Council 

https://www.yacvic.org.au/blog/bushfire-resources-victorians-disability/

