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Libraries supporting bushfire affected communities

ALIA leads collaborative effort 
to help bushfire communities 
Rebuild with Books
D u r in g  O c to b e r , b o o k s e lle r s  a ro u n d  A u s t ra lia  in v ite d  th e ir  
cu stom ers to pu rch ase  book vo u ch ers to be sent to peop le  w h o  
lost th e ir h om es in the V ic to ria n  b u sh fire s , w h ile  lib ra rie s  held  
fu n d ra is in g  even ts  from  2 4  to 31 O c to b e r as part o f the sam e 
R e b u ild in g  w ith  Books cam p a ig n .

It is too  e a r ly  to say  h o w  m u ch  c a sh  w a s  ra is e d , but w h ile  
th e se  a c t iv it ie s  w e re  tak in g  p la c e , vo lu n te e rs  w e re  sorting  the 
m a n y  th o u s a n d s  o f d o n ate d  b o o ks  at th e  V ic to r ia n  B u sh f ire  
R eco n stru ctio n  and R eco ve ry  A utho rity 's  w a re h o u se  in C lay to n , 
e x trac tin g  the best to be d istributed  to fam ilie s  through lib ra ries 
and  re lie f cen tres in the bush fire-affected  co m m u n itie s .

Th e  R e b u ild in g  w ith  Books cam p a ig n , led by A L IA , has brought 
to g e th e r m a n y  a rts  b o d ie s , re p re se n ta t iv e s  o f g o v e rn m e n t, 
p r iva te  an d  p u b lic  se c to r o rg a n isa t io n s , and  in d iv id u a ls  w h o  
fe lt p a ss io n a te ly  that they w an ted  to do som eth ing  to help . A L IA  
w as p leased  to be ab le  to harness th is energy and  g o o d w ill, and 
p rov ide  a m echancism  for assisting bushfire-affected com m unities 
in a w a y  that has been greatly  va lued  by the re c ip ie n ts .

N am e d  pa rtners are  the V ic to r ia n  B u sh fire  R e co n stru c tio n  and 
R e co ve ry  A u th o rity , the A u stra lian  B o o kse lle rs  A sso c ia tio n , Arts 
V ic to r ia , the State L ib ra ry  o f V ic to r ia , P u b lic  L ib ra r ie s  V ic to ria  
N e tw o rk , the  Sch o o l L ib ra ry  A sso c ia tio n  o f V ic to r ia , Friends of 
L ib ra r ie s  A u s tra lia , and  the A u s tra lia n  P u b lish e rs  A sso c ia t io n . 
In a d d it io n , th e  p ro je c t has had  a s s is ta n c e  fro m  B lu e  S h ie ld  
A u stra lia , the M u n ic ip a l A sso c ia tio n  o fV ic to r ia , and  D epartm ent 
o f E d u ca tio n  and  Ea rly  C h ild h o o d  D e ve lo p m e n t. It has been a 
tru ly  c o llab o ra tive  venture .

A n o th e r part o f the A L IA  d isaste r re co v e ry  p ro je c t has been to 
d ocum ent the role o f lib raries in a c ris is  situation and the V icto rian  
e x p e rie n c e  has c le a r ly  dem onstrated  the m any d ifferent facets o f 
a lib ra ry  in its com m u nity .

A lth o u g h  the bush fires sw ept through 11 lib ra ry  reg ions and had 
a d e vasta tin g  im p a c t on  s ix  -  LaT ro b e  C ity , Easte rn  R e g io n a l, 
M u rr in d in d i, Yarra Plenty, M itche ll Sh ire , and H igh Country  -  none 
o f the p u b lic  lib raries w as destroyed. As tire-ravaged fam ilies cam e 
d o w n  fro m  the h ills  se e k in g  a sa fe  h ave n , the  p u b lic  lib ra r ie s  
p ro v id ed  som eth ing  the h astily -co n vened  re lie f cen tres co u ld n 't : 
she lte r w ith  a sense of norm ality , a p lace  to d raw  breath and take 
stock , w ith o u t the chaos and debris .

A n n  Le  L ie v re  an d  her team  at M u rr in d in d i L ib ra ry  S e rv ic e , 
co ve rin g  K in g lake , A le xan d ra , and M a ry sv ille , w e re  at the centre 
o f the  w o rst scen es of d evastation . A nn  d escrib es "th row ing  the 
ru le  b o ok a w a y " , op en in g  from  e a r ly  m orn in g  to la te  e ve n in g , 
looking  after kids w h ile  their parents phoned in su rance com panies 
an d  trie d  to  a rran g e  te m p o ra ry  a c c o m m o d a t io n , h an d in g  out 
m ag az in e s  and books to sh e ll-sho cked  v ic t im s , m ak ing  end less 
cu p s o f tea and co ffee , and just sitting  and listen ing  to peop le  as 
they to ld  o f th e ir te rrify ing  o rd ea ls .

A t th is po in t, the M u rrin d in d i m o b ile  lib ra ry  se rv ic e  w as u nab le  
to reach  the o u tly ing  areas , cu t off by fa llen  trees and w ith  areas 
c o rd o n e d  o ff by th e  p o lic e . A s soon  as sh e  c o u ld , Ka te , the  
m o b ile  lib ra ry  driver, headed back  to Buxton , E ildon , F lo w erd a le , 
M a ry sv ille , and Strath C re e k . She d rove past road signs that had 
m elted  in the heat, past burnt out hom esteads, to the stops at the 
heart o f w h a t had been liv e ly  sm all tow ns and w e re  now  m a in ly  
ru bb le  and ashes.

Kate says she spent a lot of tim e those first few  w eeks sitting on the 
floo r o f the m o b ile  lib rary  w ith  the ch ild re n , hand ing  out grapes, 
letting them  ta lk  about w h a t had h app ened , c ry  over lost friends , 
and share  stories w ith  each  other. It w as  trau m atic  for the lib ra ry  
staff, m any of w hom  had fought to save their ow n hom es from  the 
b laze , to d iscover the loss o f fam ilia r faces in the library . Som e 23 
m o b ile  lib ra ry  users d ied  in F lo w e rd a le  a lo n e . The return o f the 
Yarra P lenty Reg ional L ib ra ry  m ob ile  lib rary  se rv ice  to St A nd rew s 
w as a cause for ce leb ration , w ith  a party in the com m u n ity  centre 
to w e lco m e  it b ack . Residents fe lt as though it w as a sm all step in 
the d irection  of norm ality .

For the first s ix  m onths, books w eren 't high on the list of prio rities 
for bushfire-affected com m unities . A LIA 's o rig inal disaster recovery 
p ro ject m anager Jane G ra c e , from  Yarra P len ty Reg ional Library , 
had put in p lace  a Build  Your Book C o llectio n  schem e to distribute 
n e w  and  best q u a lity  se co n d -h a n d  b o o ks from  the th o u san d s 
donated  by bookshop s, p u b lish e rs , and  m em bers o f the p u b lic . 
Th e re  w e re  o n ly  a handful of requests to beg in w ith , but in Ju ly  
and August the n um ber in creased  d ram atica lly , to the extent that 
a rev ised  system  w as needed  to co p e  w ith  d em and .

V o l u n t e e r s  s o r t i n g  d o n a t e d  b o o k s  a t  t h e  

V i c t o r i a n  B u s h f i r e  R e c o n s t r u c t i o n  a n d  R e c o v e r y  

A u t h o r i t y ' s  w a r e h o u s e  in  C l a y t o n

A L IA  has n o w  set up lo ca l d is tr ib u tio n  p o in ts , in lib ra r ie s  and  
re lie f cen tres , so peo p le  can  b row se  a w id e  se lectio n  o f fic tio n , 
non-fic tion , and  re ference titles , and take aw ay  w h at they'd like  
to put on the bo okshe lves in their n e w ly  reconstructed  hom es.

The book vouchers purchased w ith  the funds raised by library staff 
and bo okse lle rs w il l enab le  fam ilie s  to choose one or tw o  sp ecia l 
books to add to th e ir c o lle c t io n .

More information at http://www.alia.org.au/disasterrecovery or 
e m a il sue.mckerracher@alia.org.au.
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