
Basic guidelines for churches’ response to 
disasters 
 

Introduction 

The South African church is well placed to play an important role in disaster response, both 

in terms of disasters directly affecting it, as well as those by which it is not affected. In this 

country where over 70% of the population identifies as Christian, not only is the church 

already present where and when a disaster strikes, it also naturally has extensive networks 

outside of the affected region.  Thus there is great potential for the effective leveraging of 

this combined strength of local presence and wide networks in disaster response. This 

document seeks to assist local churches and congregants in understanding the role that they 

can play in these circumstances. 

What is a disaster? 

A disaster can be defined as a progressive or sudden incident that causes or will cause 

death, injury or destruction of property, and is beyond the capacity of the local community 

to address using their own resources.1  Disasters affect everyone in an area to a degree, but 

vulnerable populations are much more likely to suffer loss, damage, injury or death.   

What the church can bring to disaster response 

Not only is the church in South Africa extensive, wide-spread and connected, it also has very 

particular strengths and capabilities that have the potential to greatly strengthen a disaster 

response. Some of the ways in which the church is well equipped to respond include: 

                                            
1 TEARFUND: “Disasters and the local church, Guidelines for church-leaders in disaster prone areas” 

which is obtainable from their website.   



 

Supporting the immediate emergency response 

The local church is present when the disaster strikes and often has extensive networks 

outside of the affected region.  This combined strength of local presence and wide networks 

can be effectively leveraged during disaster response, opening up possibilities for the 

following activities: 

 Connecting with local church leaders in affected communities to secure first-hand 

information of what is happening.    

 Providing technical and logistical support to local church leaders who are involved 

in responding. 

 Raising funds and transferring these funds in small usable tranches to people and 

churches already taking action.   

 Supporting the collection and delivery of appropriate resources where these cannot 

be sourced locally.   

 Establishing connections between work happening in local communities and 

government and NGO teams. 

 

Sourcing and providing resources as needed within affected communities.   

The church in SA has extensive human, financial and other assets that have the potential to 

be leveraged in supporting an effective response.  While ad hoc in-kind donations of food, 

clothing and water that haven’t specifically been requested should NOT be encouraged, at 

times organisations on the ground will make specific requests, and the church is well-placed 

to facilitate the collection of these.  Common resources that can be requested in these 

circumstances are: 

 Dry nonperishable foods. 

 Water 

 Cooking equipment  

 Hygiene Packs 

 Volunteers (this should be done with discernment, caution and sufficient equipping) 



 

Providing compassion, care and emotional support 

Churches and church leaders have a particular strength for providing compassionate care 

and emotional support.  The importance of this should not be underestimated.   Both the 

affected communities and the people responding to the need will be under tremendous 

pressure and trauma over the coming months.  Provision of pastoral care, counselling and 

prayer is an important response to these issues.  This can take many forms and includes the 

following: 

 Supporting individual leaders and communities through regular communication and 

prayer. 

 Where appropriate providing a ministry of presence by physically visiting affected 

communities.   

 Provision of places of rest and retreat away from the situation. 

 Providing for counsellors and trauma support where possible.  

 

Advocacy for affected populations 

Given the church’s extensive presence in affected communities and the reach of its 

networks beyond these places, the church and church leaders can be effective advocates for 

appropriate, effective and holistic care for those impacted by a disaster.   

This advocacy can take places with agencies working in the region, with the South African 

government as well as the governments of the affected countries and with the local and 

international church.  Where aid is not serving those most affected, church leaders need to 

be advocating for change. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Disaster response phases and roles of the church 

  

Phase of 

Response 

Needs In This Phase Length of 

Phase 

Church’s Response 

Search and 

Rescue 

Location and rescue of 
survivors of the incident, and 
provision of medical 
treatment. 

A few 
hours or 
days after 
incident 

N/A (The phase is primarily the 
responsibility of professional 
emergency response teams) 

Emergency 

Relief 

Provision of immediate and 
basic needs of survivors such 
as food, water, clothing, 
shelter, medical and 
emotional care. 

From the 
occurrence 
of the 
incident 
up to no 
longer 
than a few 
months 

 Establish strategic 
partnerships  

 Identify and publicise 
trusted giving channels 
for donations   

 Donation of what is 
needed and asked for 
by those working in the 
area  

NB: The ad hoc collection of 
clothing, food and other items 
to send with teams to the 
affected areas should be 
discouraged 

Recovery Returning community life to 
normal as far as is possible. 
This may include things like 
rebuilding infrastructure, 
getting schools up and 
running, and assisting society 
as a whole in starting to 
function again. 

Can last 
months to 
years 
depending 
on the 
nature of 
the 
incident 

During this phase the church’s 
response should shift towards 
supporting long-term initiatives 
that build the capacity of the 
local community without relying 
on external assistance.   
 

Community 

Development 

Seeing people and 
communities return to their 
normal lives before the 
disaster incident.  Community 
Development is not generally 
considered part of Disaster 
Response but should be the 
work that emerges as the 
Recovery Phase comes to an 
end.   

Long-term Generally not applicable.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Some key considerations in disaster response: 

 Strengthening the response and work of local communities (including churches) is 

generally better and more sustainable than relying exclusively on external agencies.  

External assistance should as far as possible be led by local expertise. 

 External help that is appropriate in the emergency relief phase can often be 

damaging to a community if it lasts for too long.   

 The end goal should always be for affected communities to become self-sustainable. 

 Disaster Response should be distinguished from long term Community Development 

which addresses long term poverty and injustice impacting people and communities.  

Disaster Response strategies are not generally helpful in long term development 

processes.   

 

Code of Conduct for Church Response 

Some years ago, a code of conduct was drawn up by the International Red Cross and Red 

Crescent Movement. Most major organisations involved in disaster relief support this code. 

The code was first developed to help NGOs provide fair and effective assistance for people 

in need. 

The code has been adapted below to make it more appropriate to churches working 

with displaced people. All members of a church involved in a relief initiative should 

understand and follow this code. 

 

Principal commitments 

Churches following this adapted version of the code of conduct would be invited 

to observe the following commitments: 

1. In a disaster situation, saving lives and reducing suffering (physical, emotional, 

spiritual) should be a priority concern for the local church. 

2. Church assistance and support should be given to people of any race, belief, 

gender, religion or nationality, without bias or prejudice. Priorities should be 

worked out on the basis of need alone.  

3. Church assistance and aid distribution should not be used to promote a 



particular political or religious standpoint. (In other words, it should not be 

used in any way to win conversions.) 

4. Churches should not allow themselves to be manipulated to fulfil the agenda 

of a particular political group. 

5. Churches should respect culture and custom even if it is very different from 

their own. 

6. Churches should attempt to build local capacity to respond to future disasters 

more effectively. 

7. Churches should seek to involve beneficiaries in planning and implementing 

any relief project. 

8. Churches should seek to give assistance and support in a way that avoids making 

the beneficiaries even more vulnerable to disaster than they were before. 

9. Churches should hold themselves accountable firstly to God, but also to those 

they are helping and to those from whom they have received resources. 

10. Churches developing information and publicity materials should recognise that 

disaster victims are dignified human beings and not merely hopeless objects. 

 

(This page is extracted from “Disasters and the local church: Guidelines for Church Leaders 

in disaster-prone areas”). 

 

 

First steps to becoming a disaster-ready church 

- Decide on a disaster-response point person, who is willing to be trained and to 

coordinate the congregation’s response to disasters. Contact 

respond@warehouse.org.za to indicate interest and find out more about this 

training. 

- Take an inventory of your strengths, capacities and available resources as a 

congregation 

- Taking this inventory into consideration, develop a basic agreed upon plan for how 

you as a congregation will respond to disasters. 

mailto:respond@warehouse.org.za
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