
 

The Black Summer bushfires put an
enormous strain on families with young
children, say researchers
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Floods, bushfires, heat waves, cyclones. Australia is no stranger to
emergencies. But during disasters we're better prepared to support pet
owners than families with babies and toddlers.

Until now, the experiences and needs of families with very young
children during emergencies have been largely invisible and overlooked.
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Our new research, a collaboration between the Australian Breastfeeding
Association and Western Sydney University, highlights the challenges
faced by the parents of very young children in disasters, and how we
need to support them.

We looked at families affected by Australia's catastrophic Black
Summer bushfires of 2019–20. However, there are lessons for how we
prepare for, and manage, any type of future emergency.

What we did and what we found

We surveyed and interviewed 256 parents of children from newborn to
four years old at the time of the Black Summer bushfires, and 63 
emergency responders.

We found caring for a very young child profoundly impacted parents'
bushfire experiences. Preparing to evacuate was more complex and
physically difficult. Parents were under-prepared. Many did not have an
evacuation plan and found it difficult to gather what they needed when
they had to leave.

Evacuation centers weren't child-friendly

Women commonly evacuated on their own with their partner staying
behind to protect property.

These mothers found it difficult to keep their children safe in large
evacuation centers due to overcrowding, the presence of strangers and
animals, and because there were limited resources for caring for
children.

Some emergency responders were aware of the vulnerability of children
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and their caregivers in large evacuation centers.

They described child protection concerns and physical dangers. They
described unsafe practices by unsupported caregivers, such as washing 
baby bottles in toilet sinks, and unsafe sleep situations. They highlighted
a need to proactively support parents.

Parents and emergency responders repeatedly said evacuation centers
should have a separate space for families with very young children.

Families who could evacuate to the home of family or friends or to child-
friendly venues such as preschools or doctors' surgeries fared much
better. One parent who was evacuated to a preschool told us:

"To the children, it was like a holiday because they had all the play
equipment, they had a huge, big play area out the back."

The kindness of emergency responders, strangers and community
members was greatly appreciated. One woman described how a shop
employee, after seeing her with her toddler and realizing she had
evacuated, immediately offered her home saying:

"Do you need somewhere to stay? […] I live just walking distance […]
here's my key."

Pregnant women were at risk

Women prioritized their children's well-being over their own and often
did not eat or drink properly. This was particularly concerning for
pregnant and breastfeeding women.

Two of the five pregnant women we interviewed fainted while queuing
for food and assistance. One of these women told us:
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"I was so worried about my kids. I'd given them water, supplied them
with food […] that I would just forget […] to eat myself, to drink […]
The ambulance people asked me, "Have you had anything to drink
today?" […] I couldn't even answer the question. I was like, "I don't even
remember if I have or not.'"

Feeding infants could be hard

Parents often found it difficult to access the resources they needed to
care for their children.

Those who were formula feeding found it particularly difficult as infant
formula, water, detergent and electricity were often not available. One
parent told us:

"I had absolutely no way to ensure the bottles were cleaned as we only
had a bit of water and paper towel to wipe them out with. The bottles did
not have any contact with detergent on over six days."

Those distributing infant formula did not always check whether parents
had resources such as clean water or a way of heating water. Donations
of infant formula were often out-of-date, not in the location needed, or
more than required. One mother told us:

"People were trying to help. However it was an overwhelming amount of
formula."

Women who were breastfeeding were often grateful they had a secure
food supply for their baby. One woman said, "I am so lucky I was still
breastfeeding […] I could comfort my baby and make her feel sense of
normality, I was also able to feed my child without needing to worry
about safe food or bottle preparation and supplies."
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Some mothers found it difficult to breastfeed in crowded evacuation
centers, became dehydrated or interpreted infant fussiness and frequent
feeding as meaning there was a problem with their milk. They needed
support to be able to continue breastfeeding that was not always
available and some stopped breastfeeding as a result.

We need to do better in future emergencies

When asked what they would do differently if they were in another
emergency, parents said pack an evacuation kit and leave earlier.

But the onus shouldn't be just on parents. Australian emergency planning
and response needs an overhaul to better protect infants and young
children, and their caregivers.

Existing emergency policies, planning, and guidance should be evaluated
with a "young child lens" and adjusted to ensure families are properly
supported. People who are experts on young children should be involved
in this work.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation

Citation: The Black Summer bushfires put an enormous strain on families with young children,
say researchers (2023, June 26) retrieved 2 May 2024 from 
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2023-06-black-summer-bushfires-enormous-strain.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/young+children/
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/the-black-summer-bushfires-put-an-enormous-strain-on-families-with-young-children-we-cant-make-the-same-mistakes-again-205026
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2023-06-black-summer-bushfires-enormous-strain.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

