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Overview:

The Victorian Bushfire Appeal Fund was established on February 8, 2009, by the Victorian Government in partnership with the Red Cross and the Commonwealth Government in response to the worst natural disaster in Australia’s history.

The bushfires which devastated towns and communities across Victoria claimed 173 lives, injured thousands more, and destroyed and damaged many homes.

But in the face of this tragedy emerged an incredible sense of compassion and generosity, as people from across the state, the nation and the world contributed to the relief effort any way they could.

When the Appeal officially closed in April, 2009, more than $379 million had been donated to the Fund; with interest, that total now stands at $396.5 million. 

Every cent raised by the Victorian Bushfire Appeal Fund has gone towards people and communities impacted by the fires, with the Fund’s administration costs covered by the Victorian Government.

The generous support of donors has allowed VBAF to make a significant contribution to the recovery and rebuilding efforts of bushfire-affected towns and communities, and the Fund continues to help individuals and families with new Gifts and programs.

Of the Fund’s $396.5 million total, about 80 per cent – $318.5 million – has been paid, with the remaining $78 million committed but not yet distributed.

The remaining money is being paid out as milestones for community rebuilding projects are met, and as individuals and families continue to access available support services and programs.

As this report was being finalised, VBAF had just announced a new housing assistance gift aimed at those people who lost their principal place of residence in the fires but who had not yet returned to permanent accommodation.

Funds breakdown:

Of the Fund’s $396.5 million total:
· About $318.5 million – about 80 per cent – had been paid.
· About 20 per cent - $78 million – is yet to be distributed.

· More than $315 million – 79 per cent – had been allocated to individuals and families impacted by the fires.

· More than $81 million had been allocated to communities for recovery and rebuilding initiatives

The Fund has made 28,573 payments, the vast majority of them to individuals and families through Initial Emergency, Rebuilding and Recovery, and Support payments.

More than $220 million (55 per cent of the Fund total) has gone towards housing assistance. This includes $27.5 million for initial home dislocation, $111.6 million for destroyed properties, $31 million for damaged properties, $6.6 million for tenants, and $16.8 million in transitional support for homeowners and tenants. The Fund has made more than 6670 rehousing and recovery for damaged or destroyed households.

Almost $20 million ($19,651,000) was allocated to help the bereaved. This includes $10.5 million for orphans and $7.27 million in compassionate financial support. 

About $26.5 million has gone towards psychological support services and programs. Almost $6.5 million went towards school holiday programs for primary and secondary students, while more than $10 million was allocated for mentoring, outreach and counselling services for affected youth.

The $81 million allocated for community assistance comprises $43 million for community projects, $16 million for medium and long-term recovery, and more than $9 million for the Community Assistance Gift.

Ongoing recovery efforts

The process of rebuilding and recovery is ongoing for individuals and communities and the Gifts below represent the Fund’s continuing efforts to support survivors of the 2009 Victorian bushfires.

Update on individual gifts:

Financial hardship and in need of permanent accommodation

In late October, 2010, it was decided to establish a new Gift for people who lost their principal place of residence during the fires, who had not yet found permanent accommodation, and who were still experiencing financial hardship.

At the time of this report, the Fund had made 431 payments to recipients of this Gift, totalling $6.42 million.
Permanent Impairment

In late October, 2010, the VBAF Panel decided to establish a new Gift to provide support to people with the most severe permanent impairments (physical or psychological) and who continue to experience financial hardship.

At the end of August, 2011, the Fund had made 54 payments through this allocation totalling $540,000.

Scholarships extended

In November 2009, the Fund created a series of scholarships – valued at $15,000 each - aimed at assisting bushfire-affected students to continue with their tertiary or vocational studies. 

This $7 million program, which was extended to fund a second and third round of assistance for eligible students, has seen scholarships awarded to 110 recipients.
Extension to psychological counselling voucher program

In July this year the Panel decided to extend for another 12 months the successful psychological counselling voucher program, which entitles people still experiencing emotional trauma as a result of the fires to up to 12 counselling sessions.

The program was to have ceased in August, but under the extension people will have until 1 June, 2012, to apply for the vouchers, and until 31 August, 2012, to redeem them.

The Panel also agreed to increase the value of the voucher subsidy from $100 to $150 to help ensure that recipients were not left out-of-pocket.
Extension to wellness vouchers program

At the same time as the Panel agreed to extend the psychological counselling voucher program, it also agreed to extend the wellness voucher program, which entitles people to up to four sessions of alternative / complementary therapies to enhance their recovery and wellbeing.

The program was to have ceased in August, but under the extension people will have until 1 June, 2012, to apply for the vouchers, and until 31 August, 2012, to redeem them.

Update on community recovery:

The process of recovery for communities is ongoing, and VBAF continues to support a range of events and arts programs, the construction of community facilities, and capacity-building programs to enhance community preparedness for future disasters.

The Panel’s $43 million allocation for community recovery initiatives has funded 219 projects that were identified by local communities as priorities for their recovery, and many of these projects are either close to completion or have been finished and are now being utilised.

Community Advisory Committee

In April this year the VBAF Panel appointed a Community Advisory Committee to provide it with expert advice on the allocation of a $16 million Gift for medium and long-term community recovery initiatives.

The CAC conducted about 20 public consultation forums in the worst bushfire-affected areas in order to canvass views from community members about the projects they wanted to see funded in their local communities.

These forums were widely advertised in local media and on radio, and an online submission process was set-up so that people who were unable to attend the forum in their community were still able to contribute to the decision-making process.

At the time of writing of this report, the CAC was assessing the proposals put forward and was preparing a report to the VBAF Panel, who will ultimately decide which initiatives receive VBAF funding. 
Financial information

Below is the full VBAF financial report as of August 26, 2011.

Financial Information (as at 26 August 2011)

	Payments to individuals and families
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Initial emergency payments
	Name of gift
	Current commitment
	Funds disbursed
	Payment to individuals

	
	
	$ million
	$ million
	

	 
	Compassion and bereavement
	1.77
	1.77
	175

	 
	Emergency tools of trade
	1.51
	1.51
	383

	 
	Initial home dislocation
	27.52
	27.52
	4,273

	Initial emergency payments total
	 
	30.80
	30.80
	4,831

	
	
	
	
	

	Rebuilding and recovery payments
	Name of gift
	Current commitment
	Funds disbursed
	Payment to Individuals

	
	
	$ million
	$ million
	

	 
	Emergency household repairs
	2.78
	2.78
	931

	 
	Essential services for temporary accommodation
	6.39
	6.27
	42

	 
	Primary producers repair and restoration
	5.64
	5.64
	745

	 
	Rehousing and recovery; destroyed and damaged properties
	149.26
	149.32
	6,673

	 
	Rural property recovery assistance
	8.13
	8.13
	1,702

	 
	Safe removal of hazardous trees
	6.35
	6.36
	1,856

	
	Support for Boarders to rehouse
	.439
	.439
	90

	Rebuilding and recovery payments total
	 
	179.00
	178.95
	12,039

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Support payments
	Name of gift
	Current commitment
	Funds disbursed
	Payments to individuals

	
	
	$ million
	$ million
	

	 
	Bereaved children and children of the permanently impaired
	10.50
	9.42
	119

	 
	Exceptional hardship
	1.37
	1.37
	226

	 
	Gift for skills and education
	7.00
	5.50
	110

	 
	Psychological counselling (phase 1 & 2)
	11.65
	7.74
	2445

	 
	School holiday programs (primary and secondary)
	6.47
	4.24
	11

	 
	Severe injury
	1.35
	1.35
	179

	 
	Severe injury transition to home
	1.90
	1.92
	40

	 
	Transitional support for home owners, tenants and boarders
	16.84
	16.85
	1,637

	 
	Winter needs
	8.38
	8.38
	4,223

	 
	Compassionate financial support
	5.50
	5.75
	180

	 
	Legal support - PILCH
	0.04
	0.04
	1

	 
	Psychological Support - children's recovery project
	1.00
	0.91
	5

	 
	Other Support Programs
	6.92
	1.33
	3

	
	Financial hardship and in need of permanent accommodation
	6.44
	6.42
	431

	
	Permanently impaired
	5.70
	0.54
	54

	
	Further Housing Assistance
	13.42
	0
	0

	
	Wellness Vouchers
	0.80
	.14
	1448

	Support payments total
	 
	105.28
	71.9
	11,112

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Community payments
	Name of gift
	Current commitment
	Funds disbursed
	Payments to communities

	
	
	$ million
	$ million
	

	 
	Community allocation
	43.00
	25.42
	       301

	 
	Local government disaster assistance and recovery services
	9.10
	9.10
	29

	 
	Community winter events
	0.61
	0.61
	165

	 
	Memorial and commemorative events
	0.870
	0.804
	31

	 
	Community summer events
	0.239
	0.234
	26

	 
	Medium term recovery
	16.00
	0.045
	26

	
	Community and cultural facilities in Kinglake and Marysville
	11.60
	.599
	13

	Community payments - sub total
	 
	81.42
	36.81
	591

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	 Grand total
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	 
	Current commitment
	Funds disbursed
	Number of payments

	
	 
	$ million
	$ million
	 

	
	Grand total
	396.50
	318.46
	28,573











