
© BUSHFIRE AND NATURAL HAZARDS CRC 2015

THE FUTURE OF ‘NON-TRADITIONAL’ 
EMERGENCY VOLUNTEERING
WHAT WILL IT LOOK LIKE AND HOW CAN IT WORK?

Blythe McLennan, Joshua Whittaker and John Handmer
Centre for Risk and Community Safety, RMIT University, VIC



• What counts as emergency/ 
disaster volunteering needs 
to be broadened

• Non-traditional volunteering 
needs to be supported and 
included in planning 
alongside more traditional 
EM volunteering

Figure 1: Hurricane Sandy Spirit NY by Thomas Good

‘NON-TRADITIONAL’ 
EMERGENCY VOLUNTEERING



RATIONALE
• The landscape of volunteering is transforming
• Informal, emergent disaster volunteering is 

prevalent and inevitable
• Community resilience is a bigger goal with more 

players

Figure 2: Cyclone Oswald – Recovery, Bundaberg, Queensland & New South Wales 2013 by John Bonello



WHAT WILL IT LOOK LIKE?
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HOW CAN IT WORK? 
Case study of Be Ready Warrandyte

Figure 3: Warrandyte State Park back burning 08 by Erin Silversmith



http://warrandyte.org.au/fire/
http://warrandyte.org.au/fire/


REPORTED BENEFITS AND IMPACTS

“I know that when something 
dramatically bad happens in 
Warrandyte, there’ll be a group 
of go-to people who will hit the 
ground running and they’ll be 
respected and they will be 
leaders and agencies will go to 
them and ask questions about 
“what do we do now?” which is 
very different to most other 
communities.” (EM participant)

“I think it’s actually made the 
emergency management 
community realise that the 
community have a great 
amount of power. That 
something that’s born from 
right at the community level 
has the capacity to be fantastic 
and to really take off.” 
(EM participant)



BRIDGING GAPS THROUGH 
COPRODUCTION
1) An example of effective coproduction in a high capacity 

community
2) Underpinned by good leadership, sound governance & 

project management, strong community authority
3) Highlighted how community-led projects can do things 

governments can’t
4) Benefited from good relationships with EMOs: didn’t go it 

alone
“Prior to Be Ready Warrandyte the responsibility of fire safety for the 
Warrandyte community was the CFA. Now the CFA is just a player. They’re 
just one of the participants. They do what they can, that will be respected. 
Thank you very much for doing what you could. Council did what they 
could. We as people did what we could.” (EM participant)



KEY POINTS

1. Future emergency volunteering will be more diverse, 
involve more (non-EM) players, and be more densely 
networked

2. This diverse volunteering needs to be planned for and 
supported by the EM sector

3. There are benefits from using a coproduction model
4. BRW demonstrates strengths that underpinned effective 

coproduction under good conditions
5. Additional case studies will include a focus on issues and 

tensions encountered under more difficult conditions



THE OUT OF UNIFORM PROJECT

http://www.bnhcrc.com.au/research/resilient-people-infrastructure-and-institutions/248
http://www.bnhcrc.com.au/research/resilient-people-infrastructure-and-institutions/248
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