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Abstract

Background: Australia’s 2019/2020 Black Summer bushfires affected billions
of animals, many of which were rescued and cared for by veterinary and
animal care workers (VACWSs). Little is known about VACWSs’ disaster-related
experiences and how these experiences may affect them.

Methods: We used a convergent mixed-methods design to explore how a
variety of VACWs experienced the Black Summer bushfires. Data were gath-
ered between April and July 2020. Participants (N = 93) were recruited
via Facebook posts and emails that contained a link to an online survey.
The survey included open-ended questions about VACWSs’ bushfire-related
experiences and quantitative measures of posttraumatic stress disorder
symptoms, psychological distress, burnout and grief.

Results: Participants reported a variety of bushfire-related experiences and
described several ways the disaster affected their work, personal lives and
communities. Overall, participants scored highly on measures of psychologi-
cal ill-health.

Limitations: Our cross-sectional design and use of non-probability sampling
limited the generalisability of the results and may have introduced a response
bias.

Conclusion: Our results contribute new information on the experiences of
VACWs during and after bushfires and the psychological hazards they may
face due to the extreme and prolonged stressors produced by such disasters.
Implications for policy and veterinary practice are discussed.

KEYWORDS
burnout, bushfires, human-animal interaction, occupational health, psychological distress,
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VACWs are employees or volunteers in roles includ-
ing (but not limited to) veterinarians, veterinary
nurses, animal attendants, wildlife carers, foster carers

The period from July 2019 to March 2020 saw a series
of bushfires (i.e., wildfires) affecting more than 11
million hectares in Australia’s south and east.! This
‘Black Summer’ killed an estimated 3 billion native
vertebrates” and 56,000-69,000 production animals.
Companion animals were largely spared, although
many were evacuated® and some required veteri-
nary intervention for behavioural problems related to
traumatic experiences.” These events meant that vet-
erinary and animal care workers (VACWs) were central
to the disaster response and recovery.

and administrators. These workers protected com-
munity interests during and after the Black Summer
bushfires through treatment decisions that preserved
production animal welfare and farmers’ financial
wellbeing,® and by evacuating threatened species to
safeguard ecosystems.” There has been little inves-
tigation into the potential repercussions for VACWs
who conducted this work during the Black Summer,
although there is evidence that veterinarians have
experienced psychological adversity associated with
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previous disasters globally.® VACWs affected by the
Black Summer bushfires may be similarly susceptible
to poor mental health.

The broad and ongoing repercussions of the Black
Summer bushfires' mean it is likely that VACWs
in affected regions who have not conducted work
specifically in response to the disaster may never-
theless be vulnerable to psychological adversity. The
disaster damaged the environment through habitat
destruction and air/water pollution,”!? while prop-
erty destruction, displaced residents and disrupted
infrastructure have devastated communities.''~
Similar environmental and community impacts
have been identified as psychological risks for
disaster responders'* and other bushfire-affected
populations.'>'® Consequently, these conditions may
present hazards to the psychological health of VACWs
operating in fire-affected regions.

It is likely that VACWs in these regions could not
access adequate assistance for their mental wellbe-
ing. Generally, there is little understanding of what
strategies may enhance VACWs' mental health,'”
and veterinarian disaster responders have previously
reported limited psychosocial support.® Reports that
poor mental health is a significant reason for industry-
wide workforce shortages'® suggest it is likely that
the psychological strain on disaster-affected VACWs,
combined with inadequate assistance to help them
recover, will result in shortages of VACWs who are
available to respond to future disasters.

Such shortages may contribute to mass animal suf-
fering, intensified trauma for animal owners and pro-
liferation of disease, as seen in the USA after Hurricane
Katrina.'Y Furthermore, climate change is increasing
the frequency and severity of disasters caused by nat-
ural hazards.”*?! It is therefore urgent that VACWs are
properly supported so they can help mitigate the con-
sequences of these disasters. Understanding VACWs’
experiences of the Black Summer bushfires and their
subsequent psychological health will contribute infor-
mation on how these valuable workers might be better
supported.

The current study

The importance of VACWs—specifically
veterinarians—in disaster preparedness, response
and recovery has been acknowledged since at least
the 1980s,°?* and veterinarians have provided aid
to people and animals affected by many types of
disasters.”>?Y However, most investigations into
how VACWs experience disasters have focused on
veterinarians responding to disease outbreaks.® Less
empirical evidence exists on the experiences of VACWs
exposed to other types of disasters, including natural
hazards. Additionally, the literature largely ignores
VACWs who collaborate with veterinarians during
disasters. Therefore, we aimed to explore how a variety
of VACWs experienced the Black Summer bushfires

and to investigate their psychological health following
these experiences.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Participants

Data were collected as part of a larger project that
investigated the vocational experiences and mental
health of VACWs.?Y We recruited a convenience sam-
ple of VACWs between April and July 2020. VACWs
therefore participated in our study approximately 1-
12 months after they experienced the Black Summer
bushfires, depending on their location. This use of
non-probability sampling was appropriate because
we did not intend to generalise to the population or
establish causal links.?! Rather, we aimed to deepen
the empirical understanding of conditions VACWs
encountered during and after the Black Summer bush-
fires and explore potential hazards to their psychologi-
cal wellbeing following these experiences. Participants
were required to be 18 years or older and work-
ing or volunteering for a veterinary or animal care
organisation.

Procedure

The Human Research Ethics Committee of the Uni-
versity of New England approved this study prior to
participant recruitment (HE 20-062). The first author
(N.P) posted invitations containing a link to the study
on her personal Facebook page and in VACW Face-
book groups; 61 (65.6%) participants accessed the
study via this channel. N.P. also used her university
account to email invitations to Australian veterinary
and animal care organisations with publicly accessi-
ble email addresses; 32 (34.4%) participants accessed
the study in this way. After providing informed
consent, participants answered demographic ques-
tions and indicated whether they had (1) cared for
bushfire-affected animals and/or (2) been otherwise
affected by the bushfires. Next, self-reported measures
of psychological symptoms (below) were presented
randomly.

Study design

We used a convergent mixed-methods design,
whereby qualitative and quantitative data were
collected concurrently and given equal priority
for interpretation.’> We chose to use an online
survey over methods such as interviews or focus
groups to encourage honest participation from
VACWs by guaranteeing anonymity.*®> This was
important for participants in a small and inter-
connected industry who were sharing sensitive
information.*
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Measures

posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
symptoms

We assessed trauma exposure and PTSD symptoms
based on the criteria outlined in the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (5th ed.; DSM-
5)34 using the PTSD checklist for DSM-5 (PCL-5).%°
First, participants were asked if they had experi-
enced a traumatic event. If they answered ‘yes’, they
were asked to describe the worst event and then
indicate how much they had been bothered in the
past month by 20 PTSD symptoms, using a five-
point scale. Scores had a possible range of 0-80;
a score 31 or greater was used to infer probable
PTSD.?

Psychological distress

We used the Depression Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS-
21),°% consisting of three seven-item subscales, to
quantify psychological distress. Participants used a
four-point scale to indicate how much statements
indicative of depression (e.g., low mood, pessimism),
anxiety (e.g., panic, worries) and stress (e.g., tension,
hyperarousal) applied to them over the past week.
Totals for each subscale had a possible range of 0-21,
and symptom severity was categorised based on estab-
lished cut-offs (depression: normal = 0-4, mild = 5-6,
moderate = 7-10, severe = 11-13, extremely severe
>14; anxiety: normal = 0-3, mild = 4-5, moderate = 6—
7, severe = 8-9, extremely severe >10; stress: normal =
0-7, mild = 8-9, moderate = 10-12, severe = 13-16,
extremely severe >17).%

Burnout

The Copenhagen Burnout Inventory (CBD)37 was used
to measure exhaustion in general (i.e., personal
burnout; seven items) and attributed to work (i.e.,
work burnout; six items). Participants answered ques-
tions (e.g., ‘How often do you feel tired?’) using a
five-point scale. The possible range of scores for each
subscale was 0-100; a score 50 or greater indicated
probable burnout.?’

Grief

We quantified grief using the Grief Diagnostic Instru-
ment (GDI)*® to measure the symptoms arising from
combined losses. Participants selected the ways they
had experienced losses as a VACW (e.g., ‘compas-
sionate euthanasia’) from a list of 11 options. They
then rated how often they had experienced 16 grief
symptoms in the previous 2 weeks using a four-point
scale. The potential range of scores was 0-48, and par-
ticipants’ grief severity was categorised according to

established cut-offs (none = 0, mild = 1-17, moderate
= 18-22, severe >23).38

VACWs and the Black Summer bushfires

Participants answered ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to the question,
‘Have you cared for or are you currently caring for ani-
mals injured in the 2019-2020 bushfire crisis?’ They
also answered ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to the question, ‘Were you
personally impacted by the 2019-2020 bushfire crisis
outside your role as an animal care worker?’ Partici-
pants who answered ‘yes’ then selected the ways they
were impacted from a list of eight (detailed in the
Results section). They were also invited to respond to
the prompt: ‘Please provide detail on other ways you
were personally affected by the 2019-2020 bushfire
crisis’.

Data analysis

We used SPSS (version 28) to conduct quantitative
analyses. Five cases had missing data on two variables,
so no cases were deleted for having excessive miss-
ing data.*” Little’s Missing Completely at Random Test
suggested that data were missing at random (¥?(18) =
15.68, p = 0.62). Therefore, missing values were
replaced using estimates produced by the Expectation
Maximisation algorithm in the Missing Value Analysis
module.

We obtained qualitative data from participants’
descriptions of ways they were personally affected
by the bushfires and from responses to the PCL-5’s
open question in cases where participants described
the Black Summer as their worst traumatic event. We
chose a conventional/inductive approach to a descrip-
tive content analysis considering the limited available
data on VACWSs’ disaster-related experiences.*’ N.P.
read responses repeatedly to achieve immersion and
then used NVivo 12 to code the data. Coded items were
clustered into subcategories and then combined into
categories. All data in each category were collated and
checked for internal consistency and conceptual dis-
tinctiveness of each category by the second and third
authors (S.C.and A.L.).

We chose a single coder to avoid the limitations
introduced by employing multiple coders; the risk of
generating superficial interpretations*! was of partic-
ular concern given the objectives of this study. N.P’s
experience as a veterinary nurse facilitated under-
standing of participants’ context, and S.C.’s and A.L.’s
experience as research psychologists strengthened
the rigour of this study’s qualitative component by
reducing the influence of biases arising from N.P’s
background.*” We also supported the rigour of this
study by employing a mixed-methods design to facil-
itate data triangulation and by presenting verbatim
descriptions that best represent our interpretations.*”
Potentially identifying information (e.g., names of
organisations, locations, etc.) has been removed to
preserve anonymity.
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TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics for psychological symptoms reported by veterinary and animal care workers (N = 93)
Variable Mean (SD) Observed range Cronbach’s « >Cut-off, n (%)
PTSD symptoms 19.72 (19.13) 0-70 0.95 24 (25.80)
Depression 5.99 (5.92) 0-21 0.95 N/A
Anxiety 4.29 (4.25) 0-19 0.84 N/A
Stress 8.06 (5.30) 0-21 0.90 N/A
Personal burnout 55.82 (18.37) 16.67-91.67 0.85 58 (62.37)
Work burnout 45.85 (20.29) 3.57-100 0.88 35 (37.63)
Grief 14.99 (9.69) 0-47 0.94 N/A
Note: Cut-offs indicating probable disorder—posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) >31; personal and work burnout >50.
Abbreviation: SD, standard deviation.
TABLE 2 Summary of psychological distress and grief severity for veterinary and animal care workers (N = 93)

Normal/none, Moderate, Extremely
Scale n (%) Mild, n (%) n (%) Severe, n (%) severe, n (%)
Depression® 53 (57) 6 (6.5) 13 (14) 8 (8.6) 13 (14)
Anxiety” 49 (52.7) 17 (18.3) 8 (8.6) 8 (8.6) 11(11.8)
Stress® 46 (49.5) 10 (10.8) 20 (21.5) 8 (8.6) 9(9.7)
Grief! 4(4.3) 60 (64.5) 8 (8.6) 21 (22.6) N/A

2Normal = 0-4; mild = 5-6; moderate = 7-10; severe = 11-13; extremely severe >14.
bNormal = 0-3; mild = 4-5; moderate = 6-7; severe = 8-9; extremely severe >10.

¢Normal = 0-7; mild = 8-9; moderate = 10-12; severe = 13-16; extremely severe >17.

dNone = 0; mild = 1-17; moderate = 18-22; severe >23.

RESULTS

This study analysed data from a sample of VACWs
(N = 93) who reported that they had cared for animals
injured by the Black Summer bushfires and/or were
impacted by the disaster in other ways. Most partici-
pants identified as female (n=85;91.4%), seven (7.5%)
as male and one (1.1%) as other gender. Participants
had been a VACW for 0.4-38.4 years (mean = 11.2,
SD = 9.9). Their roles included wildlife carers (n =
30), veterinary nurses (n = 24), managers (n = 11),
zookeepers (n = 5), animal attendants (n = 3), fos-
ter carers (n = 5), administrative workers (n = 2),
veterinarians (n = 2) and other/unspecified (n = 11).

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics, Cronbach’s
alphas and proportions of the sample that met or
exceeded the PCL-5 and CBI cut-offs, while Table 2
summarises DASS-21 and GDI symptom severity.
Seventy-five (80.6%) participants self-identified as
having experienced a traumatic event, and about one-
third of these participants met or exceeded the PCL-5
score that indicated they had potentially diagnosable
PTSD. Additionally, 23 (24.7%) VACWs in our sam-
ple identified the Black Summer bushfires as their
worst traumatic event, and three of these participants
exceeded the PCL-5 cut-off. Furthermore, the majority
of our participants were likely experiencing burnout,
and about one-third of our sample exhibited mod-
erate to extremely severe symptoms of depression,
anxiety and/or stress. Notably, almost 98% of VACWs
who participated in our study reported mild to severe
grief.

VACWSs’ experiences of the Black Summer
bushfires

Fifty-one (54.8%) participants indicated that they had
cared for injured animals but had not been person-
ally affected by the Black Summer bushfires, 19 (20.4%)
had only experienced personal effects of the bush-
fires and 23 (24.7%) had cared for injured animals and
experienced personal effects of the bushfires. The per-
sonal effects of the bushfires included evacuation (n =
23), ember attack (n=19), defending property (n=14),
exposure to the fire front (n = 13), property destruction
(n = 6), loss of livestock or pets (n = 2), loss of a loved
one (n=1) and other (n=15).

Content analysis (n = 33) showed that the bush-
fires affected participants through unusual veterinary
and animal care work, impacts on their properties and
communities and psychological responses to these
combined challenges, as summarised in Figure 1.

Veterinary work and the Black Summer
bushfires

Participants described five distinct ways that the Black
Summer bushfires affected their animal care duties, as
detailed below.

Exposure to animal suffering and death

Ten participants described witnessing extreme animal
suffering caused by the bushfires. For example, one
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VACWSs’ experiences of the Black Summer bushfires
/ \
Veterinary work in the VACWs and the Psychological
context of the The personal toll .
community responses
bushfires
// \x\

Exposure to animal
suffering and death

Veterinary early

Unusual duties
responder roles

Environmental
hazards hindering
animal care

Evacuating animal
care workplaces

FIGURE 1

participant described, ‘Bushfire animal victims, see-
ing then [sic] getting burnt in real time’, and another
‘Had to euthanase wildlife that had been burnt to
the bone’. VACWs were also exposed to mass animal
deaths, as described by this participant: ‘Birds could
get out and some kangaroos and possums, but the
rest were basically cremated. All we found were bones
... Furthermore, one participant described ‘having to
see the animals die, first from fire and then starva-
tion, pointing to ongoing animal deaths from multiple
causes. Several species were affected, with one par-
ticipant describing how they ‘saw hundreds of dead
wildlife and production animals ...".

Unusual veterinary duties

Six participants described non-routine veterinary
duties arising from animal suffering and death caused
by the Black Summer bushfires. These duties included
‘treating burnt domestic and native wildlife’ and
‘triaging and treating wildlife injured via bushfire’
Two participants indicated that these unusual duties
sometimes led to disagreements among VACWs, for
example:

One brushtail possum I picked up from a
vet should have been euthanased as soon
as it entered care instead it had suffered
for hours with burns through to bone on
all four paws and tail and had severe burns
right up inside the ear canals which would
have caused unimaginable pain. I found
another vet to euthanase for us.

Two VACWs described the requirement to euthanase
an unusually large number of animals, as illustrated
by one participant who ‘... performed euthanasia on
17 animals in 1 day’. The circumstances surround-
ing euthanasia may have also been unusual, with one
participant describing euthanasing alert and respon-
sive animals in the field: ‘I had to select kangaroos for
instant euthenaisure [sic]. These proud and fearless

Thematic map of qualitative results (n = 33). VACWSs, veterinary and animal care workers

male eastern greys attempted to stand their ground on
severely burnt feet before their deaths’.

Veterinary early responder roles

The requirement to euthanase animals in the field
reflected participants occupying early responder roles
during the Black Summer as ‘part of the search and
rescue team doing frontline rescuing’. Seven partic-
ipants described such roles, including entering fire
grounds for animal rescue and recovery. For example,
this VACW:

[went] straight into the effected [sic] areas
as soon as we had the go ahead to score
[sic] the areas for any remaining/surviving
animals. Even though the fires were extin-
guished, there were still some parts burn-
ing, and many embers flying. Our mission
was to save the effected [sic] animals.

The unpredictability of the bushfires meant these
duties sometimes resulted in considerable physical
risk to VACWs, as described by this participant:

checking property for burnt wildlife with
two other volunteers. Wind change. Fire
broke out all around us. ... Could not get
out of farm same way as came in. Lost
radio contact with head office. Managed to
get out.

Additionally, one participant indicated that VACWs
may have been filling early responder positions as
volunteers while continuing their paid veterinary and
animal care roles, resulting in a relentless workload
over an extended period: ‘[Organisation] volunteer so
for 8 weeks strait [sic] over Christmas and New Year
period I did not have a day off between work and
[organisation] volunteer’. Finally, two participants car-
ried out dual early responder roles as VACWs and
firefighters, leading to prolonged and intense duties: ‘I
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am also with the [volunteer firefighting organisation]
and spent 42 days actively working on the fires’.

Evacuating veterinary and animal care
workplaces

Amidst these intense pressures, some VACWs were
forced to evacuate when fire threatened animal
shelters and wildlife sanctuaries. Eight participants
described evacuating with the animals in their care,
for example, ‘The stress of having to relocate animals
large and small, whilst the smoke was horrendous,
ash falling from the sky like snow, everybody on
edge’. Additionally, three participants indicated they
were not guaranteed a safe haven, as described by
this participant: ‘Major bush fire front approaching
our sanctuary and needing to pack up 30+ sick,
injured and rehabilitating patients into two four-wheel
drive vehicles and our destination sanctuaries were
either burnt already or also in the process of evac-
uating as well’. Furthermore, three VACWs described
evacuating multiple times, for example, ‘Our wildlife
sanctuary was subject to four evacuations of 30
patients’.

Environmental hazards and veterinary work

In addition to the threats posed by ember attacks and
fire fronts, six participants described environmental
hazards that hindered veterinary and animal care
work during and after the Black Summer. For example,
one participant described how ‘Significant smoke
seriously impacted my health and ability to work due
to asthma’. The smoke and ash from the bushfires also
tainted water supplies (e.g., ‘Smoke contamination in
water for roughly 2 months after fires were finished’)
and widespread habitat destruction led to additional
challenges:

Once we were allowed back onto to land
[sic] we struggled to source appropriate
fodder for our patients through both find-
ing the feed as well as the financial burden
as we now had wild patients who were
coming in for food as well as our in-care
patients.

The personal toll of the Black Summer bushfires on
VACWs

While VACWs were responding to the animal toll of
the bushfires, several were also dealing with threats
and damage to their own properties. Nine partici-
pants described damage to their homes, including one
participant who lost ‘the majority of our property in
the 2019 [location] bushfire’. Additionally, one partic-
ipant who volunteered as an animal early responder
described how ‘My garden died at home due to lack
of rain and me being away’, pointing to the cost of
dedicating their time to rescuing animals.

VACWs and the community during the Black
Summer bushfires

When asked about ways they were affected by the
Black Summer bushfires, eight participants described
the impact of the crisis on people in their commu-
nities. These effects included witnessing friends and
family members losing their homes; one participant’s
‘uncle lost all livestock and everything he owned bar
[the] house’. Furthermore, two participants identified
exposure to the human toll of the bushfires as part
of their veterinary work. One VACW assisted ‘clients
that were evacuating, had evacuated, lost or defended
property once our clinic was re-opened’, and another
described how they ‘had numerous interactions with
[emergency workers] at both fires. I saw the distress of
the public and emergency workers’.

VACWs’ psychological responses to the Black
Summer bushfires

Eight participants described psychological reactions
they experienced during and shortly after the Black
Summer. Short-term reactions included fear (e.g., ‘It
was an extremely terrifying and stressful time’), sad-
ness (e.g., ‘I cried continuously week in and week
out, and I can’t remember a time I have ever been
so constantly in sorrow and mourning’) and lack of
sleep and uncertainty (e.g., ‘The sleepless nights of not
knowing if the house was still standing took a heavy
toll ...”). Furthermore, two participants described per-
sistent psychological reactions, including distressing
memories, intrusive imagery and ongoing negative
emotions:

I'am haunted by places I went to and things
that I saw during the bushfire. I live with
the guilt of not being able to help so many
more animals that were suffering despite
having rescued and treated so many.

Ultimately, for both these participants, the psy-
chological aftermath of the Black Summer bushfires
centred on a sense of not being able to save enough
animals:

I haven'’t for a minute been able to for-
get the imagery placed in front of my eyes.
I only wished I could have saved them.
Knowing how many millions of animals
went through this pain and suffering and
losing their lives troubles me still deeply.

DISCUSSION

Research on VACWs’ disaster-related experiences has
centred on veterinarians responding to disease out-
breaks. Here, we expand this evidence by examining
veterinary and animal care work in the context of a
different type of disaster, the Black Summer bush-
fires, and by encompassing VACWs who work in
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collaboration  with  veterinarians. Participants’
accounts of early response work, which included
entering areas that were smouldering or in flames,
contribute new insight into the dangers confronted by
some VACWs during the Black Summer. Additionally,
descriptions of smoke pollution, habitat destruc-
tion, water contamination and feed shortages shed
light on environmental conditions that hampered
some VACWs’ efforts to safeguard animals. Moreover,
accounts of VACWs’ experiences during the disaster,
combined with data from quantitative measures,
contribute new and vital information about VACWSs’
psychological wellbeing in the aftermath of the Black
Summer.

VACWs’ mental health following the Black
Summer bushfires

About one-quarter of VACWs in our sample identified
the Black Summer bushfires as their worst traumatic
event, and based on an established cut-off,** three
of these participants produced a PCL-5 score indica-
tive of PTSD. Additionally, in their responses to open
questions, several participants recounted Black Sum-
mer experiences aligned with the diagnostic definition
of a traumatic event,* identified stressors known to
be linked to PTSD (e.g., euthanasing multiple ani-
mals, treating burns),***> or described reactions that
are consistent with PTSD symptoms (e.g., persis-
tent guilt, intrusive memories).** This convergence of
quantitative and qualitative evidence points to PTSD
as a concern for VACWs working in the context of
disasters such as the Black Summer bushfires that war-
rants further investigation. Our results suggest that
this investigation may benefit from deeper analysis
of the effects on VACWs of disaster-related factors
such as mass animal casualties, euthanasing multiple
animals over a short period of time, dangers pre-
sented by search and rescue work, and treating severe
injuries.

In addition to PTSD, our data underscore psy-
chological distress, burnout and grief as potential
concerns for VACWs in the post-disaster context. Over-
all, our sample demonstrated a high incidence of
mental ill-health, although quantitative results were
similar to a separate sample of VACWs who were
not directly impacted by the bushfires.’’ However,
our results indicate that known contributors to these
symptoms in VACWs (e.g., heavy workloads, limited
resources)“®*Y may have been qualitatively different
during the Black Summer. For example, heavy work-
loads arose from mass casualties and from occupying
volunteer and paid roles concurrently, while limited
resources stemmed from water contamination and
habitat destruction. It is thus evident that the psy-
chological hazards typically associated with veterinary
and animal care work may exhibit unique charac-
teristics in disaster scenarios. Efforts to safeguard
VACWs from psychological ill-health may therefore
benefit from a deeper investigation of the influ-

ence of these hazards during disaster response and
recovery.

Implications for public policy and
veterinary practice

Our data accentuate the pivotal role that VACWs
occupy during disaster response and recovery. This
role is poorly acknowledged, with various disaster pre-
paredness efforts in Australia, the wider Asia-Pacific
and Europe failing to consider animals.’*°? Reflect-
ing this oversight, wildlife rescuers reported insuffi-
cient government support during the Black Summer
bushfires,”® despite governments holding the legal
responsibility for Australian wildlife>* and the public’s
expectation that native animals be protected.”® Our
participants also reported circumstances that pointed
to insufficient resources, including occupying multiple
roles, volunteering while maintaining paid employ-
ment, and financial constraints on assisting displaced
animals. These circumstances caused relentless veteri-
nary workloads and sometimes compromised animal
welfare. Therefore, our results suggest that entities
responsible for protecting animal welfare, including
governments, allocate funding for paid veterinary
response positions and other resources to safeguard
VACWs'’ wellbeing during disasters.

We also recommend that governments support vet-
erinary and animal care organisations to enhance their
disaster preparedness. Some VACWs in our sample
who tried to evacuate found that their safe zones
were not viable, suggesting that animal care work-
places may not have been prepared for the scale of
the Black Summer bushfires. This lack of preparedness
is understandable, given the unprecedented nature
of the disaster,'! and highlights the need for vet-
erinary organisations to update their disaster plans.
Such plans should encompass assistance agreements
with other organisations, disaster training for VACWs,
animal transport, and food/water sources.”®>’ Addi-
tionally, our results underscore the need for veterinary
and animal care organisations to consider workers’
wellbeing in disaster plans. At a minimum, VACWs
should be informed of supports, such as helplines,
that are available to them after a disaster. Ideally, ani-
mal care organisations should adopt a preventative
approach through measures such as pre-deployment
briefings on anticipated psychological risks.?

Limitations and future research

Our cross-sectional design was appropriate for this
study’s exploratory objectives. However, this design
constrained our ability to compare subgroups within
our sample and to statistically test links between the
Black Summer bushfires and quantitatively measured
psychological variables. Similar levels of psychological
ill-health in the current sample to a previous sam-
ple of VACWs who were not exposed to the Black
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Summer bushfires’® may indicate that the disaster
did not introduce psychological risks beyond the rou-
tinely stressful aspects of veterinary and animal care
work.”® However, qualitative descriptions of extraordi-
nary conditions during the disaster suggest that this
is unlikely. It is possible that similar levels of men-
tal ill-health in the two samples arose from different
combinations of factors (i.e., routine stressors for the
previous sample and disaster exposure for the cur-
rent sample) or that the high levels of mental ill-health
experienced by VACWs in general produced a ceiling
effect in our data.

A further possibility is that our sampling method
introduced a response bias. Several veterinary and
animal care organisations told us that their workers
could not participate due to persistently high work-
loads related to the bushfires. Such heavy workloads
may have hindered participation by VACWs who were
experiencing ongoing pressures resulting from the
bushfires. Therefore, our sample may have lacked a
sufficient proportion of severely affected VACWs to
ensure trends in our quantitative data reflected the full
scale of the disaster’s impacts on this population.

Future research could address the abovementioned
limitations through a follow-up study of VACWs
affected by the Black Summer bushfires. Comparing
VACWs who work in the context of disasters with those
who do not may also yield valuable information, as
would monitoring VACWs before, during and after dis-
asters. Finally, larger samples facilitating quantitative
analyses such as structural equation modelling may
be helpful in determining the combination of factors
that contribute to mental ill-health in VACWs across
various contexts.

CONCLUSION

This study highlighted the pivotal role of VACWs dur-
ing and after the Black Summer bushfires and docu-
mented the psychological hazards many VACWs faced
while fulfilling this role. Many participants recounted
conditions during the crisis that are known to be asso-
ciated with mental ill-health in VACWs, and some
described reactions to the bushfires that are consis-
tent with PTSD. Additionally, this sample produced
high scores on quantitative measures of psycholog-
ical adversity; about a quarter identified the Black
Summer bushfires as their worst traumatic event, and
three of these VACWs potentially had PTSD. This con-
verging evidence suggests several avenues for further
investigation into psychological hazards presented by
veterinary and animal care work in the context of
disasters.

Globally, disaster preparedness largely fails to con-
sider VACWs’ wellbeing. This omission is concerning,
as climate change increases the frequency of extreme
disasters such as the Black Summer bushfires.?! %"
Recurrent disasters mean it is likely that VACWs will be
called on repeatedly to protect community interests.
Measures should thus be implemented urgently to
safeguard the wellbeing of these essential personnel.
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