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1 For a brief overview of relevant evidence, please see Save the Children’s written submission to the Committee’s inquiry 
(pages 23-24 and 30). 
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2 NSW Advocate for Children and Young People, Children & young people’s experience of disaster: 2020, July 2020, pp 135-6, 
available from https://www.acyp.nsw.gov.au/disaster-report-2020. 
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When an emergency hits, whether fire, cyclone or floods, we set up child friendly 
spaces in evacuation and recovery centres to give children a place to play, learn and 
receive emotional support while their parents sort out their homes and livelihoods, 
knowing their children are in safe hands.

response to an emergency

CHILD FRIENDLY SPACES 
Supporting children in the immediate

Providing support within 48 hours
Within 48 hours of an emergency being declared, Save the Children works with local agencies to set up a Child 
Friendly Space within a Relief or Recovery Centre. Our staff, who are trained in providing psychosocial support in 
emergencies, create a safe space for children aged 0-12, with additional resources available for young people.

The main objectives of a Child Friendly Space are to:
• Offer children opportunities to develop, learn, play, and build/strengthen resilience after an emergency  

or crisis, or during a protracted emergency.

• Identify and coordinate responses to particular threats faced by all children and/or specific groups of children, 
such as those with particular vulnerabilities, during and after the emergency. 

Without this space and all that you wonderful people do for the children, we would 
not have coped. The children felt safe, they had things to do, they were a lot calmer 
and they were smiling! They loved it down here and they loved being with you all.

– Parent of a child in a Child Friendly Space 



In Wagga Wagga, three-year-old Emma* 
set up toy figurines on top of a toybox to 
represent her family. She shared with staff 
how the family’s pet dogs weren’t able to be 
evacuated from their home. Her siblings also 
shared their concerns for the toys they left 
behind. When their parents returned, staff 
showed them their children’s artwork and 
advised them on how to talk to their children 
appropriately about their concerns.

*Name has been changed to protect her identity. 

How Child Friendly Spaces help: 
• Protect children from physical harm and 

psychological distress in challenging 
environments;

• Support children to process their 
experiences using age appropriate play 
activities;

• Establish a sense of security, routine and 
normalcy after disruption;

• Minimise the disruption to children’s learning 
and development following a disaster;

• Provide space for parents to focus on 
immediate needs as they rebuild their lives; 

• Enhance the capacity of families to care 
for children by helping parents understand 
how to talk to their children about their 
experiences;

• Identify vulnerable children and families and 
link them to complementary services;

• Give parents an opportunity to recover 
and sort out their homes and livelihoods 
knowing their children are in safe hands.

In the aftermath of an emergency, as evacuation and 
recovery centres begin to close and families return to their 
communities, it is critical that children and young people 
continue to get the support they need to make sense of 
what has happened and deal with intense feelings of grief, 
shock, anger and fear. As time passes, losses begin to sink 
in, and children are looking to regain some control over 
their lives. Some children isolate themselves whereas others 
may have a strong need to be with peers.

Children need productive activities and a safe environment to 
process distressing events and return to whatever structure of 
daily life is possible, participating in concrete and purposeful 
tasks that give them a feeling of success. Our mobile outreach 
aims to fill this gap for large numbers of affected children 
until longer-term recovery programs commence and local 
supports return to capacity or are rebuilt.

At the request of local authorities, we can deploy specialist 
Youth, Early Childhood and Family Support workers within 
48 hours to bushfire affected communities. Exact service 
duration, team composition and activity range can be 
tailored to meet the needs of impacted children, young 
people and families as identified by local leaders.

Once on the ground, our teams set up an inclusive space 
from our youth or early years vans, and provide:

• Recreational, experiential and reflective activities including 
free play, sport, drama, expressive drawing, painting, and 
targeted games with a psychosocial purpose;

• Reassurance and comfort (psychological first aid) to 
reduce immediate distress and promote short term coping 
and adaptation; 

• Support, encouragement and information to parents and 
caregivers regarding child needs in emergencies, and linking 
to protective community structures and other supports.  

We also work with children to voice and amplify their 
needs and aspirations, to inform the design of future 
support responses. On request, our teams can also provide 
early screening services, to provide government with a 
specialist perspective on the wellbeing of children and their 
needs in recovery. 

Child Friendly Spaces:  
MOBILE RESPONSE

For more information please contact: 
Catherine Harris,  Director – Southern Region
T: +61 3 7002 1766 | E: catherine.harris@savethechildren.org.au savethechildren.org.au
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