Our Systemic Community was challenged 
by fires in Greece on a massive scale.

Report by Mina Polemi-Todoulou, The Athenian Institute of Anthropos, chair of HELASYTH

Last summer, Greece was challenged by fires on a massive scale which destroyed a good part of our country and disturbed the lives of a number of communities. This sudden, extended disaster tested our reflexes as human beings and as professionals.

Our Greek systemic community reacted swiftly: in spite of most of us still being on summer leave, we mobilized ourselves through telephone conferences and electronic communication to create support networks for the communities which had suffered the most losses. Our members made themselves available either to visit the afflicted communities and provide help or to mobilize persons in their networks who could be helpful in providing material or psychological support. 

We received a great number of supportive emails from fellow EFTA-NFTO associations: Toby Herman shared her experience from the 1995 avalanche in Iceland; Ofra Ayalon from Israel sent us a helpful ‘trauma and healing tsunami text’; our friends in FYR of Macedonia and Cyprus offered to come themselves to help if needed; Julia Hardy from Hungary sent a picture of a forest scene that is coming to life again after being burnt in July (picture below).
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Grouped in small teams, in close cooperation with our institutes, we visited different areas in the Peloponnesus and Evia, contacting the local mental health and prevention centers, colleagues working in these communities, local authorities, school principals, parents' and teachers' associations  and groups of volunteers existing in the areas, many of which we knew from previous collaborations.  In this time of crisis, when most people and social services were paralyzed, part of their personnel still being away on their summer leave, what proved most useful was the elaborate network of personally connected persons that our systemic prevention-oriented community has built over many years of collaborative community work. Our primary concern was to listen to and stand by the side of those local professionals and key community persons. 
Each place had its particular characteristics. In many cases the involved professionals were young, mostly unmarried women, members of the afflicted community themselves. Some of them, when we went there, had not yet dared visit the burnt regions; they were trying to work through their own feelings and prepare themselves for what they would experience, for understanding the expectations of the people and the ways to handle their role. Caring for these colleagues, their feelings, their needs and preparation became our first priority. Secondly, our concern was to help them mobilize the local supportive network and enrich it with people from neighboring places, with members of our systemic society who made themselves available, and with professionals experienced in disasters.  Most importantly, what we experienced as quite encouraging in these initial moments of difficulty was the sharing of a common approach that is open to using different points of view, to understanding the importance of system and role interconnections and respecting the value of sharing feelings. This was probably the most secure shield against the confusion, the chaotic communication and the uncoordinated interventions that usually occur when disasters on such a massive scale happen in such a short time.  

Interestingly enough, this is exactly the characteristic that distinguished the communities of villages which managed to save their houses, churches and schools from those which did not: the extent to which they functioned as an interconnected group, using individual initiative and courage in helping each other and giving priority to what is collectively cherished– their church, their school, their forest – over their personal belongings …… “These are our lives, they said, our memories that burnt, the promise to our grandfathers.” The camps which the state set up for those who were left without a roof remained largely empty: the homes of relatives or friends in the neighboring villages offered a more secure shelter, a safety net against the “psychosocial and cultural breach” and - in the weeks that followed-  against the …. legions of media representatives and politicians who overran the area with their cameras and notebooks…

Child psychiatrist Demetrios Karagiannis and school teacher Nikos Kizilos were kind enough to share their experiences from their visits, each with his own moving report which provides a testimony to these life-saving principles. (see reports attached in the Newslettter). 
