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Neighbourhood Houses and Disaster Recovery 

By Laura Schieh 

A research project completed during an undergraduate internship 
with Neighbourhood Houses Victoria.



Background 

I. Neighbourhood Houses

Neighbourhood Houses, (alternatively, “community centres” or “learning centres”) are         

organisations that provide integral community support through the offering of a range of             

services, including but not limited to: childcare, educational programs including          

pre-accredited training, and social and recreational activities (Australian Neighbourhood         

Houses & Centres Association 2011; Ollis et al. 2018; Neighbourhood Houses Victoria n.d.).             

Over 400 such organisations exist across Victoria, providing opportunities for social           

engagement and inclusion for community members ​— ​including those who may be culturally              

and linguistically diverse (CALD), people with disabilities, older residents or those who may,             

for whatever reason, require additional community support or engagement (Ollis et al.            

2018).  

Much of the work done by Neighbourhood Houses is centred on serving vulnerable             

groups in their communities, with many providing employment skills training, social support,            

and personal support through various food bank or community lunch initiatives (Australian            

Neighbourhood Houses & Centres Association 2011; Ollis et al. 2018; Neighbourhood           

Houses Victoria n.d.).  

Neighbourhood Houses play a vital role in community capacity building and           

development, providing long-term services and reflexive support in times of need ​— ​and it is                

this that indicates their suitability in facilitating community preparedness and disaster           

response and recovery (Roberts 2019; Ollis et al. 2018). 

Victoria’s Neighbourhood Houses, particularly those in rural and regional         

communities most often affected by natural disasters, often take on the work of community              
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disaster response but do so with little structural support or adequate resourcing in the              

short-term response or the long-term recovery process.  

The next sections provide background information regarding the disasters faced by           

the four Neighbourhood Houses that form the basis of this research project. 

II. Black Saturday (Kinglake Ranges Neighbourhood House)

The 2009 Black Saturday bushfires that devastated much of Victoria remain one of the most               

salient examples of tragedy within recent memory. Causing the deaths of 173 people and              

combined burning of more than 400,000 hectares over three weeks, these fires were one of               

Victoria’s most catastrophic fire events, constituting a significant loss of infrastructure and            

vegetation as well as human life (Cruz et al. 2012; ​2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal              

Commission Final Report ​ 2010).  

The fires began on Saturday the 7th of February 2009, after a heatwave had swept               

much of the state over the past two weeks. According to the Royal Commission report,               

temperatures above 40*C, strong winds, and dry forests and grasslands constituted the            

“tinder dry” conditions described by then-Premier of Victoria, the Hon. John Brumby MP             

(​2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission Final Report ​ 2010). 

The most significant fires started in Kilmore East after an electrical fault on a power               

line generated sparks, igniting surrounds. Within hours, the fire had spread as far as Mt               

Disappointment, with strong wind gusts of up to 91 kilometres/hour causing additional fires             

as a result of burning embers travelling downwind (Koob & Stehle 2019; ​2009 Victorian              

Bushfires Royal Commission Final Report 2010). The fire eventually reached the Kinglake            

region, with the fire doubling in size in the evening to 63,000 hectares. The Kilmore East fire                 

eventually merged with the Murrindindi front and continued to burn for several weeks as              
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crews struggled to control the fires (Koob & Stehle 2019; ​2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal 

Commission Final Report​ 2010). 

The Royal Commission found that the most severe fires on the day featured rapid 

spread unable to be contained by crews, fires in forested areas difficult to access for ground 

crews, convection column generated above the fires, ‘forward spotting’ occurring due to 

conditions on the day, and the wind front later in the day that altered directionality and 

extended the firefront ( ​2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission Final Report​  2010). 

III. St Patrick’s Day Fires in Corangamite Area 2018 (Camperdown Community House) 

St Patrick’s Day (17 March) 2018 saw significant fires in south-west Victoria, with 

approximately 40,000 hectares burned across parts of Penshurst, Hawkesdale, Garvoc, 

Terang, Cobden, and Camperdown (Brown 2018; Neal 2018).  

Beginning at 9:00 pm in Garvoc as the result of a power pole that snapped due to a 

combination of decay and termite infestation, the fires spread quickly due to the 90 km per 

hour winds, with firefighters unable to adequately contain the blazes due to difficult 

conditions (Brown 2018; Neal 2018).  

According to the ABC, “800 people reported to five relief centres and more than 400 

people asked for help from the State Emergency Service”, with hundreds of firefights and 29 

aircraft carriers being deployed to contain the fires (Lovell 2018; Brown 2018). While no 

human lives were lost, the CFA reported 10,000 incidences of livestock loss across 219 

farms, with additional numbers citing at least two dozen homes lost as a result of the fires 

(Lovell 2018; Penketh 2020; Brown 2018). 

IV. East Gippsland Fires (Buchan Neighbourhood House)
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The East Gippsland region remains one of Victoria’s most fire-prone areas, with the 2019-20              

fire season seeing more than 350,000 hectares of East Gippsland burn for ninety-one days              

(ABC News 2020).  

Evacuation alerts were put in place in early January, with fire fronts ranging from the               

Buchan Valley and north of Mount Taylor to further north-eastern parts of the state (The               

Courier 2020). Dry conditions and temperatures exceeding 40 degrees celsius exacerbated           

conditions and often left individuals and families stranded due to the fire complex affecting              

more than 3,800 kilometres of roads and tracks (The Courier 2020; ABC News 2020). 

V. 2011 Floods (Rochester Community House)

Described by the Bendigo Advertiser as the “worst [flood] in memory”, Rochester, a rural              

community in northern Victoria, experienced historic flooding in early 2011 (Harris 2011). 

This event saw approximately 80% of the township and surrounding areas           

underwater, with the SES reporting that over 250 properties had “water above floor level”,              

with many being isolated due to the floodwater (Rochester Local Flood Guide 2020; Harris              

2011).  

The nature of this event exceeded the previous largest flood recorded in 1956, both              

in flood height and coverage area, with the Final Study Report of the Rochester Flood               

Management Plan reporting that the flood “reached 115.4 metres Australian Height Datum            

(AHD) at the gauge within the town” (Barriere, Mittiga & Skipworth 2013, 5). The severity of                

this flood caused significant damage to roads, community facilities, businesses, and           

impacted public areas near the Campaspe River (Rochester Local Flood Guide 2020; Harris             

2011). 
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Literature Review 

Neighbourhood Houses, both in Australia and in overseas contexts, have broadly been the             

subject of a multitude of previous research studies. The complex nature of community             

development and the broad range of services delivered by Neighbourhood Houses have            

seen previous researchers narrow in on specific coverage areas that exist within these             

organisations - from male participation in Neighbourhood Houses to the capacity of            

Neighbourhood Houses as adult education centres (Tidswell & Lin 2018; Ollis et al. 2018).              

Some existing research into Neighbourhood Houses in Victoria as sites of community            

disaster response and recovery has been established, as seen in the work of Roberts (2019),               

which provides a foundational perspective in understanding community resilience and          

existing responses through the lens of Neighbourhood Houses.  

Indeed, Roberts (2019, 154) highlights Neighbourhood Houses as part of a broader            

community preparedness and non-profit disaster relief framework, identifying these         

organisations as “aim[ing] to facilitate communities to tackle the needs of their particular             

community”, with core principles of community ownership and participation, advocacy,          

information exchange, resource redistribution, community empowerment and collective        

action. There is here a key understanding of Neighbourhood Houses as “natural places to              

stage community resilience activities, including community resilience to disasters” (Roberts          

2019, 155). The utilisation of established community trust and engagement, combined with            

existing structures established by Neighbourhood Houses - such as phone trees, social            

media, or various community groups - has been identified as key to emergency response              

and post-disaster dissemination of information to the community (Roberts, 2019). 
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Roberts (2019) further identifies a lack of funding to Neighbourhood Houses in            

disaster resilience, with particular note being drawn to that “where a disaster occurs, NHVs              

have experienced being expected to fill the gaps in service provision” without proper             

resourcing or staff to do so adequately.  

Through their work, Roberts (2019) makes clear the importance of established           

community trust in disaster response, the exchange of information and utilisation of existing             

structures, and the unfunded mandate of Neighbourhood Houses through the context of            

non-profit community disaster resilience.  

Neighbourhood Houses are subject to unique and often complex positioning as           

relative to the disaster their community experienced, the structural processes of their Local             

Government bodies, and their relationship to Neighbourhood Houses Victoria, the sector,           

and the State and Federal Governments. Further case studies through which more areas of              

need can be identified are vital to producing holistic understandings of the work being done               

by these organisations, and in understanding what further support is needed to properly             

empower these organisations to build community disaster resilience.  
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Research Methodology and Methods 

This research was conducted as part of a student placement in the first half of 2020, with 

the overarching aim of examining the role of Neighbourhood Houses in their communities, 

with particular focus on community resilience and reflexiveness in times of need. Focus was 

placed on the response and recovery, with consideration of communities at various stages 

of recovery, and who are currently experiencing or have previously experienced different 

types of disasters. 

Research Aim 

To research and examine how Neighbourhood Houses have understood and experienced 

disaster recovery in their communities in the short, medium, and long term, including the 

reflexiveness of their responses and how these responses factor into a larger disaster 

management framework. 

Methodology 

This research project employs a qualitative case study approach in order to better 

understand the complex circumstances experienced by participants, with the use of 

qualitative interviewing allowing for the exploration of said experiences by participants 

(Walter 2019).  

The use of a semi-structured, open-ended interview style allows “for respondents to 

organise their answers within their own frameworks” - a necessity when exploring 
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extremely personal and often traumatic situations on the part of participants (Aberbach & 

Rockman 2002, 674).  

Vital here is also the nature of qualitative research as “focus[ing] on meaning in context”, 

where key to understanding the experiences of participants is in the ability of participants to 

relate their specific community context to a personal understanding of how their 

experiences relate to broader disaster management response and government support 

(Merriam & Tisdell 2015, 2). 

Data Sample and Participant Selection 

Ethics clearance for this research was approved by Ali Reza Yunespour, Academic 

Internships Coordinator at the University of Melbourne. Guidance for this research project 

and participant access was granted by Neighbourhood Houses Victoria and their Research 

and Policy Officer, David Perry.  

Participants were purposively selected based on three factors: direct experience with 

disasters, timeframe (in terms of how long ago the disaster in question occurred), and 

scale/type of disaster. The nature of these interviews was limited in order to produce the 

best possible responses, with one group interview of four participants being conducted. 

Given the nature of this research as part of a student placement and the complex 

community narratives surrounding the specific circumstances of participants, the data 

sample was kept purposefully limited in order to produce the best result. 
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Research participants were provided with the interview questions prior to the interview in 

order to allow them to develop considered responses that more accurately capture their 

experiences.  

Interview Questions 

1. What kind of response & recovery activities have your Neighbourhood House          

initiated or been involved in?

2. As time has progressed, have the kind of services you’ve offered changed?

3. What kinds of activities were most beneficial for the community? Are there any            

particular stories or anecdotes you can share?

4. What challenges have arisen in delivering services to the community?

5. What kind of support has been most helpful in delivering your services? (Financial            

(government funding), additional research/resources, sector support?)

6. What would have helped you to make the community outcomes better?

Results and Discussion 

Over the course of the group interview, participants began to identify several key themes              

and potential policy areas as having had the most salient impact on their ability to               

adequately manage community disaster response and recovery and provide appropriate          

services moving forward. The individual experience of each participant is unique and            

geographically distinct - ranging from Victoria’s south-west to areas furthest east of the             

state - but are notably linked by overarching themes of frustration and bureaucratic             

impasses. The experiences of participants have been broadly grouped into three key            

themes: resource management and managing recovery, bureaucratic limitations, and (the          
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need for) targeted support and community trust and empowerment. Each of these themes 

represent areas in which the work of Neighbourhood Houses have been limited by a lack of 

adequate support or funding, and arose organically in the execution of the initial interview 

questions.  

In the best interests of participants, direct quotes have been made anonymous. 

Theme 1: Resource Saturation and Managing Recovery 

In the immediate aftermath of disasters, communities are often faced with an influx of 

resources and organisations who attempt to aid in the recovery process. Whilst fundraising 

and specialised involvement from organisations with recovery expertise is vital, participants 

noted that existing structures available through Neighbourhood Houses that may be of use 

were often overlooked in favour of those provided by external organisations. 

“​It was almost like the existing services and supports that          

were available and that could be utilised like our foodbank          

were forgotten about… I was just trying to consistently remind          

people, consistently remind the Shire, ​hey, we're here​. This         

is what we're doing. We're continuing our normal. And we also           

have the capacity to increase.” 

Participants further explored frustrations surrounding the exclusion of Neighbourhood         

Houses in local government disaster preparedness or emergency response plans, often           

11 



having to specifically request consideration of their services within community response           

frameworks. 

“ ​We've had difficulties with our local shire. Just to be          

included in the conversations…”  

Some participants went on to identify that their Neighbourhood Houses were later included             

in local government Emergency Management Frameworks, with this being the result of            

advocacy on the part of their organisation and localised to their community. As             

Neighbourhood Houses exist in relation to their broader communities and their governing            

Council or Shire, changes here remain individual and grassroot, often only affecting the             

individual Neighbourhood House without more widespread implications for Houses across          

Victoria.  

This oversight is further complicated by donations made to affected communities - both             

monetary and otherwise - due to the number of resources required to manage and properly               

distribute resources that enter the community’s disaster recovery sphere. 

“ ​It's a huge responsibility or task when the donations come in…           

This happened in 2009, this inundation of donations, and it          

happened again… it’s a huge burden.”  

Where other recovery organisations enter and exit communities based on need, the nature             

of Neighbourhood Houses as long-term and inherently local actors results in an uneven             

distribution of responsibility in relation to resource management. 
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Theme 2: Bureaucratic Limitations 

An area of note identified by participants was the nature of State Government funding in 

disaster response and recovery as being inadequate and inconsistent across disasters, often 

due to a change in government as part of the electoral cycle.  

“​I think the challenge around the government terms… is that          

they can achieve [things], put their stamp on it and feel           

happy about it. It created some situations for us as well that            

were really not ideal long term.”  

“[We need] more of that commitment to longer-term approaches         

to supporting healthy communities, as opposed to just looking         

at the shorter term.”  

At various stages, select Neighbourhood Houses have received small cash flows from the             

State Government as part of disaster relief funding - participants spoke of a $10,000 one-off               

relief payment following the 2009 bushfires, with the Victorian State Government doing so             

again in the wake of the 2019-20 bushfire season.  

“ ​We fought tooth and nail to get 10,000 dollars. And at the end             

of the day, by the time we actually got it, all it did was              

really back pay wages.”  
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Here the ‘unfunded mandate’ of Neighbourhood Houses extends clearly to the expectation            

of labour on the part of Neighbourhood House managers and volunteer committees to             

continue high-level operations in times of need and undertake additional hours of work to              

do so, despite a limitation in funded hours provided by resourcing through the State              

Government and other revenue streams (Roberts 2019).  

“​We were only funded, I think for fifteen hours a week back            

then and I was working full time… I was the only staff member,             

we didn’t have any other staff members… It wasn't that, you           

know, we were using that money to spend it on anything in            

particular, other than just trying to ​keep our head above          

water ​and keep us going and being able to do everything that            

we were doing.”  

The one-off payment made to Neighbourhood Houses in early 2020 was described in a press               

release from the Minister for Disability, Ageing and Carers as “help[ing] pay for the extra               

support given so generously by Neighbourhood Houses through this time – including the             

costs of electricity, utilities and wages” (‘Boost For Neighbourhood Houses Affected By            

Bushfires’ 2020).  

The supplementary nature of this funding cannot, due to both its relatively small scope and               

the broader need for long-term community disaster relief funding, properly resource           

Neighbourhood Houses to deliver programs beyond their limited capacity to “keep going”.            

Government funding is of course also dependent on the priorities of the political party that               
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holds government at the time, with instances of no funding being allocated under previous 

Governments. 

Most significant here is the feeling that any assistance provided is unable to account for the 

needs of Neighbourhood Houses in their capacity to respond to disasters in the short, 

medium, and long term. 

Theme 3: Community Trust and Targeted Support 

An additional aspect is a lack of resourcing in the community sector to undertake genuine 

advocacy work on the part of their community, particularly in regard to mental health 

services access for community members post-disaster. 

“​I don’t think any Neighbourhood House really has the capacity          

to do [mental health advocacy] wholeheartedly… I don’t think         

we are resourced enough to do that.”  

The unfunded mandate that Neighbourhood Houses face extends to the advocacy work that             

needs to be done in order to secure funding or additional resources. In dealing with the                

complex nature of community resilience in the aftermath of a crisis, there is often not the                

capacity for Neighbourhood Houses to further advocate for their communities in a way that              

is meaningful on both the macro and micro scales. 
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Referral, and having adequate resourcing to refer community members to appropriate           

services, is a large aspect of the work Neighbourhood Houses do given large amounts of               

community trust placed in those working in these organisations.  

“ ​They know that we can do things, that we get things done. And             

I think that the trust ... is what was really the main driver             

for people to come and see us.”  

Empowering Neighbourhood Houses to engage with individuals locally, and having access to            

services (even in a referral capacity) that are efficient and community-oriented was            

identified as key to producing optimal results.  

“​So for us, it's very vitally important to have services of           

people sitting here that actually can identify with people         

locally and support them in a way in which, you know, they're            

not calling and waiting or two, sometimes three weeks to get a            

call-back.”  

In a post-recovery framework, structured support that produces timely outcomes for           

affected communities without significant community barriers is key, in addition to           

established connections and an element of trust - without these, participants have            

anecdotally found that people are less likely to engage with recovery services. 
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Participants further identified that the allocation of funding being directed to targeted            

support needed by Neighbourhood Houses would extend their capacity to engage with their             

communities.  

“ ​If [local or State Government] could give me something, give          

me an I.T. person for five hours a month or 10 hours a month…              

that would be far more valuable to us because that is           

something that we don't have the time or the capacity to be            

able to do.”  

In understanding the complex position occupied by Neighbourhood Houses, additional and           

targeted support that responds directly to needs of the Neighbourhood House is vital in              

closing the gap between community expectation of services, both post-disaster and in            

regular circumstances, and the actual delivery capacity of the organisation. 

As residents turn to their local Neighbourhood House in times of need, supporting these              

Houses to either deliver vital services on-site or act as a referral pathway is vital in ensuring                 

the sustainability of community resilience efforts. 

Conclusion 

The narratives shared by these Neighbourhood Houses uncover the reality of community            

resilience as complex, with the post-disaster recovery work undertaken by these groups as             

additional to their existing work often going unfunded or under-resourced.  
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Participants identified the ways in which their organisations support recovery          

efforts, particularly in that they are often overlooked as key community assets in the first               

instance and must take on the work of managing recovery once other organisations leave a               

disaster-affected area. Though some success has been found in this area, participants            

further identified frustrations with being excluded from local government Emergency          

Management Frameworks, which further compounds oversight in the (actual and potential)           

contributions of Neighbourhood Houses.  

Participants also found that individual Neighbourhood Houses, and the sector more           

broadly, would benefit from longer term community development policy frameworks, given           

frustrations with funding as being tied to Government term cycles. Those participants who             

received the $10,000 in funding from the State Government as part of post-bushfire             

recovery found that this cash flow could only genuinely be utilised in covering existing costs               

of wages, implying that much of the work that had been completed was done with               

little-to-no pay as it extended beyond the regular expectations of Neighbourhood Houses. 

Community trust was also significant in understanding the efficacy of community           

resilience efforts, with Neighbourhood Houses being well-positioned as local actors to           

provide or refer individuals to appropriate services. As Neighbourhood Houses are generally            

well-established in their communities, residents feel more comfortable engaging with their           

services - empowering Neighbourhood Houses to adequately provide these themselves or           

to feel comfortable referring vulnerable individuals to outside services is vital. Participants            

identified the need for targeted, localised support to bolster their operations, rather than             

bringing in outside organisations to do so. 

On a local scale, Neighbourhood Houses exist within the web of their community’s             

service-based organisations and are integral to resilience and advocacy. Indeed, much of the             
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community advocacy taken on by Neighbourhood Houses, especially in times of need, is             

done on a volunteer basis without proper resourcing to do so. 

The importance of Neighbourhood Houses to disaster recovery is clear. What           

remains is the need to ensure that these organisations have both a seat at the table in                 

discussions regarding community resilience, and to further ensure that they are properly            

resourced to do the vital work of helping to rebuild a community in the face of significant                 

hardship.  
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