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Abstract 
 
The term “Build Back Better” (BBB) is becoming a prominent term used in the post-
disaster reconstruction environment.  It signifies reconstruction as an opportunity to 
improve a community’s pre-disaster situation to increase its resilience to future disasters 
while also working on its social and economic recovery. 
 
This paper looks at the various elements which need to be implemented and coordinated 
to achieve BBB success.  These concepts are: Improvement of Structural Designs, 
Legislation and Contract Facilitation, Land-Use Planning, Town Planning, Transitional 
Accommodation, Community Consultation, Stakeholder Involvement, Resources, 
Economic Recovery and Pre-Planned Processes and Frameworks.   
 
The Victorian Bushfires was selected as a pilot case study to examine how these concepts 
were incorporated in reconstruction and their outcomes.  The information was obtained 
from conducting semi-structured open-ended interviews with professionals from a range 
of important stakeholders directly involved in the recovery process.   
 
Finally these concepts are examined in further detail identifying successful initiatives 
which should be adopted as well as any shortcomings that were apparent with suggested 
improvements.   
 
1.   Introduction 
 
The state of Victoria, Australia was utterly devastated on Black Saturday, 7th February 
2009 with the worst bushfires in the country’s history sweeping through 78 communities.  
173 lives were lost with many others injured.  More than 430,000 hectares of land and 
2000 properties were completely destroyed with partial damage to many others 
(Authority, 2009). 
 
The Government and local communities were faced with a very large scale rebuilding 
and recovery task ahead to reconstruct the built environment and re-establish people’s 
livelihoods.  The Victorian Bushfire Reconstruction and Recovery Authority (VBRRA) 
was established after Black Saturday to co-ordinate all activities.  There were a lot of 
good initiatives put in place to make the recovery a success.  However as is the usual 
case, the post-disaster environment is very chaotic and raised many issues and 
complications despite the planned approach taken by VBRRA. 
 
This paper will look at the theme of “Building Back Better” and what it entails including 
international research on the subject; research methods used for data collection in 
Victoria; how Build Back Better (BBB) was applied to the recovery in Victoria; its 
successes and failures; and a final analysis of the importance of BBB in practice for post-
disaster recovery and lessons learnt from Victoria for implementation in future scenarios. 
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2.   Background 
 
The term “Build Back Better” (BBB) started to emerge quite prominently in post-disaster 
reconstruction environments following the devastating Indian Ocean Tsunami in 2004.  It 
is based on the concept of seizing the opportunity to improve a community’s physical, 
social, environmental and economic conditions after a disaster and create a new resilient 
state of ‘normalcy’ (Boano, 2009; Khasalamwa, 2009; Ozcevik, Turk, Tas, Yaman, & 
Beygo, 2009).  It also incorporates reducing vulnerability not only to the immediate 
hazard encountered, but considering a wider hazard context (Halvorson & Hamilton, 
2010; Jim Kennedy, Ashmore, Babister, & Kelman, 2008; Lyons, 2009). 
 
There have been several sets of Build Back Better Guidelines produced, including 10 
propositions by former United States President Bill Clinton; Principles for settlement and 
shelter by United Nations Disaster Relief Organization (UNDRO) (J  Kennedy, 2009); 
and Guiding Principles established locally in Sri Lanka during Post-Tsunami 
reconstruction (Lanka, 2006).  They each entail several similar key concepts, such as: 
 

•   Risk reduction by improving building codes and modifying designs of structures.  
Greater consideration to be given to land-use planning to avoid construction in 
high risk locations (J  Kennedy, 2009). 

•   Comfortable transitional accommodation options to be provided (Johnson, 
Lizarralde, & Davidson, 2006; Ruwanpura, 2009), but for a fixed period of time 
as focus should be on permanent reconstruction (Halvorson & Hamilton, 2010; J  
Kennedy, 2009). 

•   Communities drive their own recovery (J  Kennedy, 2009). 
•   Local governments must be empowered to manage recovery efforts together with 

qualified personnel having local knowledge and experience, whilst maintaining a 
high level of transparency with the community (J  Kennedy, 2009; Lanka, 2006). 

•   The re-establishment of businesses and strengthening of the economy (J  
Kennedy, 2009) 

•   Fairness and equity in reconstruction and recovery activities (J  Kennedy, 2009). 
•   Pre-prepared recovery plans, identification of key stakeholders, clear task 

allocation and effective coordination of all parties (J  Kennedy, 2009; Ozcevik, et 
al., 2009). 

 
Outside of the above, other key themes identified in literature as being important for 
successful recovery are: 

•   Building regulations more greatly enforced (Lloyd-Jones, 2006) and progress 
overlooked and monitored over time by the Government (Grewal, 2006). 

•   Cultural appropriateness and equality in reconstruction and sound town-planning 
to support people’s livelihoods (Boano, 2009; Lloyd-Jones, 2006; Lyons, 2009; 
Pathiraja & Tombesi, 2009; Ruwanpura, 2009). 

•   Relocation with consideration given to people’s livelihoods, cultural and social 
backgrounds (Boano, 2009; Ruwanpura, 2009) and connectivity to hard and soft 
infrastructure and facilities (Johnson, et al., 2006; Ruwanpura, 2009). 
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•   Owner-driven reconstruction of homes with sufficient financial, technical and 
material support (Bredenoord & van Lindert, 2010; Halvorson & Hamilton, 2010; 
Lyons, 2009; Tas, 2010). 

•   Community groups established to represent the community for facilitated 
communication and collective decision-making (Lanka, 2006). 

 
2.1 Application of Build Back Better Concepts 

 
Build Back Better strategies have been implemented in various post-disaster 
reconstruction environments.  The first officially recognized incident being the Indian 
Ocean Tsunami, where for example the reconstruction in Sri Lanka took place under 
eight BBB Guiding Principles (Lanka, 2006).  These concepts have been adopted during 
recovery and reconstruction in most other countries as well, for example Haiti ("Build 
back better," 2010), Australia (Victorian Bushfires) and Samoa (Samoan Tsunami) but 
without formal BBB recognition. 
 
Despite the vision of these concepts to achieve highly successful post-disaster recovery of 
communities their implementation in practice have had its ups and downs.  A lack of 
enforced, regulated and monitored set of BBB guidelines resulted in poor adoption of 
these principles in Sri Lanka (Boano, 2009; Khasalamwa, 2009; Lanka, 2006; Lyons, 
2009). 
 

2.1.1.   Improvement of Structural Designs 
 
In many post-disaster environments the improvement of structural designs was given 
priority and design and construction was modified.  For example the adoption of 
earthquake resistant lightweight structures in Pakistan after the Kashmir Earthquake 
(Halvorson & Hamilton, 2010).   
 

2.1.2.   Regulations 
 
Lack of transparency in decision-making and enforcement of rules such as relocation due 
to the ‘coastal buffer zone’ introduced after the Tsunami led to the community being 
faced with a lot of ambiguity and was very upsetting to them (Boano, 2009; Ruwanpura, 
2009).   
 

2.1.3.   Land-Use and Town Planning 
 
Pressure on fast reconstruction resulted in lower quality construction of buildings as well 
as inadequate consideration given to proper environmental risk assessments, land-use and 
town planning, possibly re-introducing the community to more vulnerabilities (J  
Kennedy, 2009). 
 

2.1.4.   Transitional Accommodation 
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Provision of temporary accommodation was important for communities to reside safely 
and comfortably until their permanent homes were built.  But it was often seen that 
people became distracted from re-building their own homes due to various reasons and 
ended up making these their permanent homes (Boano, 2009; Lloyd-Jones, 2006; 
Pathiraja & Tombesi, 2009; Ruwanpura, 2009).  This should not be encouraged as the 
focus should be on safe long-term shelter.  To prevent this a deadline such as that put in 
place in Columbia may be adopted, where temporary housing and land were to be 
returned in a period of three years (Johnson, et al., 2006). 
 

2.1.5.   Community Consultation 
 
Lack of proper community consultation in decision-making caused a lot of resentment 
among people and resulted in unsatisfactory outcomes (Boano, 2009).  In countries like 
Sri Lanka where communities comprise of a mixture of ethnic groups as well as 
Internally Displaced People due to the War unfair differential treatment was apparent 
(Grewal, 2006).   
 
The idea behind Building Back Better has also had its fair share of misinterpretations, 
where some communities expected faster or aesthetically better reconstruction as being 
‘better’ as opposed to having greater structural integrity and resilience to hazards (J  
Kennedy, 2009).     
 

2.1.6.   Stakeholders Involved 
 
Proper enforcement and execution of reconstruction in line with BBB principles is 
primarily influenced by the involvement of the Government and Local Authorities who 
have an overall say (Halvorson & Hamilton, 2010).  Since it is only natural that 
Governmental Authorities also do get affected and weakened after a disaster, they should 
have the role of an overseer while responsibilities should be shared with Non-
Governmental Organizations and the community (Lloyd-Jones, 2006; Lyons, 2009). 
 
Owner-driven reconstruction was a success in case studies done in Sri Lanka, as people 
were more satisfied with the result and took pride in being involved in the construction of 
their homes (Boano, 2009; Lyons, 2009).  This improves community cohesion and 
increases the community’s resilience.  In Aceh, Indonesia construction took place with a 
high focus on safety resulting from training given to the communities on seismic-resistant 
construction techniques.  The only shortfall was that construction proceeded at a much 
slower pace (Jim Kennedy, et al., 2008).  The flipside to owner-driven reconstruction is if 
it takes place without sufficient technical, financial and material support from Local 
Authorities it can prove to be an outright failure.  This was evident in Pakistan 
(Halvorson & Hamilton, 2010) where there was a lack of information and in Sri Lanka 
where informal labour employed produced low-quality housing (Pathiraja & Tombesi, 
2009). 
 
People were overall dissatisfied with donor-driven construction as most often these 
organizations weren’t familiar with local customs and traditions and produced 
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inappropriate structures which weren’t well-received (Boano, 2009; Lyons, 2009; Tas, 
2010).  They operated with a high degree of competition with other organizations, lack of 
coordination, inexperience and focussing on fast results as opposed to safety and quality 
(Boano, 2009; Jim Kennedy, et al., 2008; Lanka, 2006; Lyons, 2009; Silva, 2009). 
 

2.1.7.   Pre-planned Processes and Frameworks 
 
The importance of having pre-planned strategies for long-term risk management (Haigh, 
Amaratunga, Baldry, Pathirage, & Thurairajah, 2009) and reconstruction with pre-
identified relocation sites, temporary and permanent housing designs, efficient 
coordination of stakeholders and opportunities for providing tools, materials and finance 
(Tas, 2010) was recurrently stressed.  It is important for lessons learnt in post-disaster 
recovery and reconstruction to be retained for the future (Johnson, et al., 2006). 
 
3.   Research Methodology 
 
In order to test the application of BBB concepts I undertook extensive qualitative data 
collection in the form of semi-structured interviews with various stakeholders involved in 
post-disaster reconstruction and recovery activities. 
 
The “Black Saturday” Victorian Bushfires was taken as the case study presented in this 
paper, with interviews conducted in the bushfire affected areas in Victoria and Melbourne 
City in July 2010. 
 
The profiles of the interviewees are as shown in Table 1: 
 
Table 1: Profile of the interviewees 
 
Interviewee Code Description 
P1-P9 Manager, Victorian Bushfire 

Reconstruction and Recovery Authority 
(VBRRA) 

P10-P11 Managers, Building Commission 
P12 Manager, Temporary Village 
P13 Manager, Local Council 
P14-P15 Volume Builders 
P16-P17 Managers, Department of Human Services 

(DHS) 
P18 Steel Product Manufacturer 
 
The data collected was transcribed and coded using NVivo (Data Analysis Programme) 
under the key themes based on their significant influence on reconstruction and recovery:  

•   Building Code 
•   Legislation and Contracts 
•   Land-use and Town Planning 
•   Transitional Accommodation 
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•   Stakeholders Involved: 
-Builders 
-Community 
-Designers 
-Government 

•   Resources 
•   Funding: 

-Donations 
-Government Grants 
-Insurance 

 
To get a better understanding of the progress thus far, the information on recovery was 
also categorized under: 

•   Social Recovery 
•   Economic Recovery 
•   Reconstruction Progress 
•   Future Implications – Lessons for the Future 

 
4.   Results 
 
The Australian Government took great responsibility in attempting to make the recovery 
and reconstruction after the Victorian Bushfires a highly successful operation.  Concepts 
well in-line with Building Back Better were adopted. 
 
The Victorian Bushfire Reconstruction and Recovery Authority (VBRRA) was 
established by the Government on 10th February 2009, three days after Black Saturday 
with the role of overseeing and coordinating the recovery effort (Authority, 2009). 
 
They established the following “Guiding principles” similar to BBB Guiding Principles 
used in Sri Lanka (Authority, 2009): 

•   Welfare – The safety and welfare of people in the local community including 
households, volunteers and workers will be the top level priority and will not be 
compromised. 

•   Meeting Needs – Resources for recovery will be focused on areas of greatest need 
in each community. 

•   Community Engagement – Community involvement is key and will be pursued 
through all activities with management at the local level empowered to deliver 
results. 

•   Integrity – Provision of services and resources will be governed by the principles 
of fairness and equity. 

•   Tailored solutions – The needs of each community impacted by the fires are 
different and the recovery solutions will be tailored to the specific needs of each 
community. 

 
4.1.  Build Back Better Initiatives in Victorian Bushfire Reconstruction 
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4.1.1.   Improvement of Structural Designs 
 
A revised edition of the Australian Building Code, AS3959 was published on March 11th, 
2009.  Interviewee P10 confirmed that it contained more stringent design and 
construction specifications for better bushfire protection.  From a builder’s perspective 
interviewee P14 said that the revisions weren’t difficult to implement from a designer and 
builder perspective as they didn’t differ much from standard construction methods.  
Interviewees P14 and P15 informed that they didn’t cause any significant time delays or 
technical and financial difficulties for construction in areas with lower Bushfire Attack 
Levels (BAL).  The community understood the need for these extra requirements and 
were happy with construction in zones up to BAL 29. 
 
However interviewees P3, P10 and P14 stated that the construction in the BAL FZ zone 
(the greatest Bushfire Attack Level) has been a much more complicated and time-
consuming task.  Construction in this area would cost up to $90,000 more than a normal 
house and required special flame-proof materials for the roof, windows, shutters etc.  Not 
only did these materials significantly increase cost, they were also difficult to source and 
thus caused a lot of extra delays and frustration for home-owners.   
 
Builders also found some scepticism within the community as to whether the code 
revisions were produced too quickly without adequate consideration given to the findings 
from the building assessments conducted after the fires.  The Building Commission 
justified this by assuring that the building code was in the process of being modified over 
the past 10 years, already having incorporated the findings from the Canberra Bushfires.  
The fast release of the new code had also been a result of political pressure to speed up 
the start of reconstruction. 
 

4.1.2.   Legislation and Contract Facilitation  
 
The construction contracts used were not very different from those used in standard 
construction according to interviewees P3 and P10.  They did however raise the issue that 
terms on the contracts varied slightly between builders and caused distress for people in 
some cases where builders took advantage of the situation and pressured people to sign 
contracts without proper consultation.  Disagreements between clients and builders thus 
prolonged the duration of construction. 
 
VBRRA officials P1 and P3 explained that there were processes in place to facilitate 
reconstruction, such as rebuilding homes in the same location being exempted from 
requiring planning permits; clearing up of burnt down properties and setting up of 
temporary accommodation being exempted from requiring building permits; and the 
issuing of building permits being fast-tracked as much as possible by using help from 
other councils. 
 
Interviewees P14 and P15 mentioned that there was still a hold up on building permits 
issued from councils which delayed construction since the volume of applications was 
overwhelming.  On the other hand, relaxing rules to allow building temporary 
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accommodation without building permits poses a high level of vulnerability to the 
community.  Some who move in to poorly constructed sheds temporarily may choose to 
live in them long-term if they are unable to construct new homes and will thus be putting 
themselves in danger. 
 

4.1.3.   Land-Use Planning  
 
The Wildfire Management Overlay (WMO) is a map which shows areas with high 
vulnerability to exposure and damage from wildfires.  Interviewees P3, P7 and P10 
informed us that the strict implementation of the WMO in the future as a result of this 
event will ensure that all builds on lands falling under it will require planning permits 
helping limit construction and/or specify stricter design guidelines in high-risk areas. 
 

4.1.4.   Town Planning 
 
Interviewee P9 was positive that the reconstruction of affected towns has provided an 
excellent opportunity to review Town Planning decisions made to enable improvement of 
the setup of towns for regeneration and building in safer area,s which will help reduce the 
community’s vulnerability to future events.  Marysville town resident P12 said that 
although there haven’t been any huge changes made to Marysville town’s layout, there 
have been a small number of major shifts which had been anticipated by the community 
for a long time that were able to take place.  Examples include the movement of the 
Kinder and Maternal Health buildings near the School and moving all businesses to the 
Main Street in Marysville. 
 

4.1.5.   Transitional Accommodation 
 
While there was a focus on permanent reconstruction of the affected towns, temporary 
accommodation was provided for the displaced which interviewee P12 could see was a 
relief, as they now had the opportunity to have some secure shelter and breathing room 
after just having lost their homes and livelihoods.  The options for temporary 
accommodation provided were: Temporary Villages built by VBRRA in Marysville, 
Kinglake and Flowerdale, and Caravans and Public Housing arranged by DHS. The 
interviewee also felt that being in the temporary villages together re-created a sense of 
community and empowered individuals to support each other. 
 
On the other hand Interviewees P14 and P16 felt that temporary settlement only created 
an extra step towards proper rebuilding which got people quite restless. 
 

4.1.6.   Community Consultation 
 
Community consultation and support for victims was given a high priority and took place 
as intended by VBRRA’s Terms of Reference according to interviewee P12, having 
received these services as well.  Interviewee P7 explained that Community Recovery 
Committees (CRC) were established and were each community’s representative voice to 
assemble lists of community projects which needed to be undertaken.  Interviewee P12 
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confirmed that regular meetings were held with the community and other stakeholders 
regarding all recovery decisions to be made.  Both the above interviewees agreed that it 
wasn’t an easy task due to various pre-existing divisions within communities themselves, 
and improper representation of members of the community at these meetings.  
Interviewees from VBRRA, Building Commission as well as interviewee P14 noticed 
that people were still suffering from complex psychological issues as a result of the 
trauma experienced and were still not ready and coherent enough to make proper 
decisions.  This not only made it more difficult for other stakeholders to work with them, 
but also greatly delayed the entire reconstruction process. 
 
Interviewees from VBRRA and the Building Commission explained that Community 
Hubs were created in each affected town for support and Case Managers were assigned to 
each affected family by DHS to help with their psycho-social recovery and direct them to 
appropriate sources of information for their various needs.  Interviewee P12 felt it was a 
commendable service, but there were various shortfalls due to the high demand.  This 
resulted in having to employ people unfamiliar to the area who couldn’t relate well with 
the locals, and also a high turnover of short-term case managers which was frustrating for 
the people. 
 

4.1.7.   Stakeholders Involved 
 
The different stakeholders involved included the community; Local Councils; 
Governmental authorities – such as VBRRA, Building Commission and DHS; Builders; 
and Designers.  Interviewee P14 felt that working together with all these various 
stakeholders was managed as well as was possible in a very chaotic environment.  
Interviewees P8 and P12 confirmed that there was a great deal of community consultation 
carried out with regular workshops held together with all stakeholders to make important 
decisions about the town’s reconstruction and recovery. 
 
From a builder’s perspective interviewee P14 said that one of the biggest problems 
hindering reconstruction was issues due to having a lot of different stakeholders with lots 
of different things to say.  Interviewee P10 also said that there was a lack of coordination 
between parties causing some tasks to be doubled up.  The workshops held including all 
stakeholders proved to be very confusing and chaotic.  Interviewee P8 viewed the 
activities carried out as very ‘ad-hoc’ with no proper systems and processes in place to 
define roles and responsibilities of different parties.  It was also pointed out that although 
the high level of community engagement was very creditable, a long time was taken to 
finalize decisions due to their traumatized state.  There was also not enough transparency 
between the Government and the community.  Although the community was given 
precedence at the beginning and decided upon the projects they required, it is the 
Government who had the final say on actual implementation based on funding which 
caused a few frustrations and misunderstandings. 
 

4.1.8.   Resources 
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The availability of resources received mixed comments.  Material resources for 
construction in areas with BAL ratings below BAL 40 weren’t identified as an issue by 
any of the parties interviewed.  They claimed that problems arose regarding the 
availability of builders and special materials for high risk areas rated BAL 40 and BAL 
FZ.   
 
From the builders’ perspective interviewees P14 and P15 said that builders were already 
very busy with work in metropolitan areas in Melbourne City and preferred these jobs as 
they were more convenient and profitable.  Commuting to the rural areas affected by the 
fires wasn’t easy and there wasn’t any accommodation available for builders to stay in 
these towns while they worked either.  From the Council side of things interviewee P13 
agreed that there were no incentives or support offered by the Government to encourage 
builders to take up reconstruction work in these areas which would have been beneficial. 
 
The more stringent design requirements in BAL 40 and BAL FZ zones called for 
specialized materials which needed to be tested thoroughly for compliance before being 
released to the market, with some test results having taken 6-9 months to be released 
according to interviewees P3, P14 and P18.  They said that most builders and product 
manufacturers were hesitant to get involved in construction in these zones.  Interviewee 
P3 agreed that delays caused by unavailability of these materials as well as their 
increased cost caused a lot of grief for the community who were eager to get started on 
construction. 
 

4.1.9.   Economic Recovery 
 
The Economic Recovery after the Victorian Bushfires appears to be quite slow in the 
townships affected after having lost 95% of their businesses, claims interviewee P12.  
VBRRA officials also said that mountainous towns like Marysville and Kinglake never 
had a very vibrant economy to begin with and now there is even less incentive for new 
parties to come in and set up their businesses.  Interviewees P3 and P10 shared the 
opinion that one of the main reasons for this is not having sufficient Government support.  
They have decided not to provide any financial support to fund any commercial projects 
due to not being able to justify using tax payers’ money for projects that may not be 
commercially viable due to the small numbers of people in these communities 
 
It was noticed clearly by VBRRA and Building Commission officials that there is a 
‘deadlock’ occurring where businesses are only willing to re-establish themselves once 
the residents have settled back, in turn while residents only wish to move back once 
businesses are up and running.  This ultimately holds up the overall recovery of these 
towns. 
 

4.1.10.  Pre-planned Processes and Frameworks 
 
Interviewees from VBRRA identified that systems and processes to help reconstruction 
weren’t properly in place and there was no standard procedure to be followed.  They 
collectively feel that having a pre-prepared framework/strategy to be followed is essential 
for smooth operation. 
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The Building Commission representatives stated that they conducted a SWOT analysis of 
preliminary work undertaken in the Response Stage immediately after the event to learn 
and improve.  There are currently no systems in place for long-term monitoring and 
maintenance of reconstruction and recovery and interviewee P3 feels this may re-
introduce vulnerabilities if no action is taken.  Most of the implications of decisions made 
will only be evident in the long-run, therefore interviewee P1 firmly believes continued 
monitoring of recovery progress and identification of issues is crucial.  Interviewee P3 
added that once reconstruction is completed, the maintenance of these re-built 
communities is essential by the Local Council and its people to produce a high level of 
resilience for the future. 
 
5.   Discussion 
 
Many concepts in-line with the BBB theme have been adopted in the Victorian Bushfire 
reconstruction effort.  VBRRA has taken a lead role in ensuring reconstruction takes 
place to improve the resilience of communities to future disasters by establishing Terms 
of Reference for their operations as well as a set of Guiding Principles.  
 
The revision of structural designs and strict implementation of the WMO to ensure 
appropriate design, construction and land-use in high risk zones are successful measures 
to reduce bushfire risk and provide better protection for the community.  The building 
code improvements haven’t been difficult to implement and were received well by the 
community, designers and builders, hence were generally successful.  The only issues 
arose with construction in very high-risk areas requiring specialized materials which were 
difficult to source.  This may be avoided by preventing building in these areas altogether.   
 
This opportunity was taken to address town-planning issues collectively with the 
community to improve the layout of the town for better functionality for residents and 
tourists, which was another successful BBB outcome.   
 
Processes put in place to facilitate reconstruction such as exemptions from planning 
permits and fast-tracked building permits were good steps which proved to be beneficial 
in helping people to start re-building sooner.  However there needs to be some caution 
with the exemption of permits to ensure safety is not compromised by overlooking 
suitability of property location and design requirements.  It was observed that local 
councils did not have the capacity to keep up with the high demand of building permits 
required, which was often a reason for construction to be held up.  This showed the need 
for local councils to have more support during times of crises. 
 
Communities were provided with a variety of options for comfortable transitional 
accommodation soon after the event which was great in helping them gain some stability 
after losing their homes.  Most moved on to starting rebuilding of their permanent homes 
soon afterwards, as was the intended outcome.  However people who were uninsured and 
didn’t have sufficient funds had no options but to remain in temporary accommodation 
for extended periods of time.  This must be overcome and communities should be 
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influenced to move to permanent homes as the focus should be on re-settling 
communities to normality as soon as possible. 
 
There has been a very high degree of community consultation which has helped to 
empower the community by giving them a primary role in decision-making and engaging 
them in the reconstruction of their towns helping their recovery.  The provision of Case 
Managers to each affected family to help gain access to all the relevant information and 
aid they were eligible to receive helped to empower and support their recovery.  It would 
however have been best if Case Managers were familiar with the local communities and 
maintained long-term contacts with the families they worked with. 
 
It was clearly seen that a fine balance is required with the degree of community 
involvement.  Although their participation is very important the communities’ fragile 
mental states and low capacity for decision-making should be taken into consideration 
when placing expectations on them to provide input.  It was important to have local 
knowledge about each community’s dynamics and behaviours when CRCs are set up.  It 
was evident that pre-existing divisions within the community and failure to identify key 
people who were fit to represent the community started causing conflicts in the decision-
making process.   
 
Although there was a lot of consideration given to the involvement of all stakeholders in 
decision-making by holding regular collective workshops, in practice there was poor 
coordination between parties.  There weren’t any pre-planned processes and frameworks 
in place despite having had previous experience with the Canberra Bushfires, hence even 
with VBRRA governing the recovery process it was a very ad-hoc environment.  
Although providing tailored solutions for each community was an objective in VBRRA’s 
Guiding Principles, local governments weren’t empowered enough to govern important 
decisions about the towns they oversee.  This resulted in certain projects being 
implemented which were unnecessary and unsustainable for communities and some 
which changed the traditional built-form maintained by these communities over decades.  
To ensure BBB takes place as intended, coordination, clear role allocation and 
transparency is very important with all stakeholders, as well as strengthening local 
councils to work with communities.   
 
It is evident that the availability of resources influences the reconstruction process.  There 
weren’t any major difficulties with resourcing after the Victorian Bushfires, except for 
the shortage of builders due to issues with poor access to these rural towns and 
difficulties acquiring specialized materials for construction in high bushfire-risk areas 
which caused some delays.  
 
Another aspect recognized but unsuccessfully employed was the focus on economic 
recovery.  There was no support or processes in place for businesses to re-establish 
themselves by the Government.  Overall recovery of a town is heavily influenced by its 
economic recovery which helps its people to feel more comfortable to settle into their 
daily routines and become encouraged to move forward.  There were no incentives put in 
place for businesses such as exemptions from permits or financial support by the 
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Government, except for any private donations received.  It was definitely a missed 
opportunity in benefiting overall recovery of these affected communities. 
 
Currently the reconstruction and recovery in the Victorian Bushfire affected areas is 
progressing well with improved resilience to future bushfire events due to the recognition 
of the need to Build Back Better.  This would have been impossible without the 
implementation of VBRRA’s Guiding Principles established especially to achieve this 
goal.  If the concept of Building Back Better had been embraced officially in-line with 
internationally produced BBB Guidelines incorporating overseas experience it could have 
created an even better environment for highly successful reconstruction and recovery. 
 
6.   Conclusions 
 
Build Back Better is a very important concept in post-disaster reconstruction and 
recovery environments.  Its aim is to ensure communities are restored to a functional 
level as soon as possible after an event, whilst taking the opportunity to reduce its risks 
and improve its resilience to cope with future disasters. 
 
There are official Build Back Better Principles identified by Former US President Bill 
Clinton and UNDRO.  Further to this BBB Principles have been adopted locally in 
different countries as well to aid their reconstruction efforts containing similar concepts 
to those mentioned by Bill Clinton and UNDRO.  Literature reviews of case studies done 
in different post-disaster reconstruction scenarios provided a few more important notions 
to be considered in achieving BBB success as well. 
 
The Reconstruction effort following the Black Saturday Victorian Bushfires was 
commenced successfully with very good Guiding Principles identified by VBRRA at an 
early stage to ensure that this opportunity is taken to build communities back better. 
 
They were successful in implementing various BBB initiatives.  Structural designs were 
modified to increase capacity for bushfire risk and enhance the safety of communities.  
Strict land-use rules put in place to avoid locations with high-risk or improve design 
capacity in these areas were very good measures.  Permanent reconstruction of the built 
environment was focussed upon and facilitated, while town planning issues were also 
considered to improve the communities’ layouts.  Community consultation and support 
for recovery was given a leading role, with importance given to all stakeholders in key 
decision-making regarding all affected towns.   
 
There were small issues raised in the implementation of the above, but the only major 
shortfalls in achieving complete BBB success were: poor support for economic recovery; 
lack of pre-prepared frameworks and processes and coordination between various parties 
involved with reconstruction and recovery; and an imbalance in authority between local 
councils and communities to make informed decisions suitable for the towns. 
 
The principles adopted will have positive outcomes on these communities.  Monitoring 
the recovery process over time and learning from mistakes is very important.  The 
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experience should be translated into producing post-disaster BBB frameworks which will 
be very useful for future events to ensure all BBB initiatives are implemented smoothly.  
Therefore recognition and implementation of BBB Principles in a standard way is highly 
beneficial to improve a community’s resilience to recover from any event and be better 
prepared for the future.   
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