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Rural resilience, bushfire and climate change
in East Gippsland — Victoria

This case study is derived from research by Josh Whittaker of RMIT University and
the Bushfire CRC.

SUMMARY

The resilience of rural communities is increasingly being affected by global
market forces, environmental and socio-economic change. Bushfire and drought are
factors that add further stress to communities already limited in their options and
avenues for change. This case study describes the challenges faced in
contemporary agriculture and the social implications of economic decline, against the
backdrop of recovery from major bushfires and the ongoing drought conditions.

OVERVIEW

On January 30, 2003, the small rural communities of Gelantipy, Seldom Seen,
Wulgulmerang, Black Mountain and Suggan Buggan in East Gippsland, Victoria
were devastated by bushfires. The fires destroyed homes, agricultural assets and
infrastructure, and adversely affected people’s health, livelihoods and social lives.

Figure 1 — Gelantipy, East Gippsland

Source: Joshua Whittaker, RMIT University and Bushfire CRC

Research on these communities by Whittaker (2008) highlights how the
pressures and challenges of everyday life in the district — such as drought,
diminishing farm incomes, limited access to basic services, depopulation and social
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disadvantage — increase people’s exposure to bushfire hazards and reduce their
capacities to cope with and adapt to possible impacts. More broadly, the research
provides insights into the nature of the social and economic challenges that confront
many rural communities and the measures that are necessary to overcome them.

BACKGROUND
The Wulgulmerang district

The Wulgulmerang district is a remote farming settlement situated between the
Alpine and Snowy River National Parks in the High Country of East Gippsland,
Victoria (Figure 1). The district's population is small, with less than 100 permanent
residents between the settlements of Gelantipy and Suggan Buggan. The local
economy is sustained by broadacre agriculture, with most landholders grazing cattle
and/or sheep for beef, fat lamb and wool production. The district is classified as
remote under the Accessibility / Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA) due to the
‘very restricted’ accessibility of goods, services and opportunities for social
interaction (GISCA 2004).

Figure 1 — Map of the Wulgulmerang district

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Victoria
Residents of the district face mounting social and economic challenges

associated with drought, rising costs of production, declining farm incomes, farm
amalgamations and enlargements, the withdrawal of essential services and general
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social disadvantage. However, the most immediate concern for local people is the
aged and diminished state of the district's population. For example, the number of
active volunteers with the local Country Fire Authority brigade has declined
dramatically and many of those who remain are aged over 60. The closure of the
Gelantipy Primary School in 2001 is viewed as a major barrier to the repopulation
and revitalisation of the district, which is unlikely to attract young families without
such basic services.

An outbreak of Ovine Johnes Disease and predation by wild dogs decimated the
local sheep industry in 1998, leading to a greater dependence on cattle grazing to
sustain livelihoods. This lack of economic diversity increases the risk that shocks and
crises in the beef industry, such as drought and low commodity prices, will negatively
impact on households and the district as a whole.

The 2003 bushfires

Between January and March, 2003, bushfires swept across much of southeast
Australia. The severity and longevity of these fires can be partly attributed to the
climatic conditions that preceded and extended into the summer of 2002/03 (BoM
2003) during which large areas of Australia experienced serious or severe rainfall
deficiencies for the period commencing March 2002 (BoM 2007, see Figure 2).
Daytime maximum temperatures were 2 to 3°C above average in most parts of
eastern Victoria between August and January. Exceptionally high inland
temperatures caused a number of heatwaves during summer, including one event on
January 25 where temperatures between 43°C and 46°C were recorded at lowland
weather stations in southern Victoria. The culmination of rainfall deficiencies, low
atmospheric humidity and cloudiness, and high daytime temperatures resulted in the
early curing of fine and heavy fuels throughout southeast Australia (Taylor and Webb
2005).

Figure 2: Australian rainfall deciles, March 1, 200 2 to January 31, 2003
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Source: Bureau of Meteorology (2007)

The most extreme fire behaviour occurred on January 30, characterised by large
fire runs and extensive spot fires in north east Victoria and East Gippsland (Wareing
and Flinn 2003; Taylor and Webb 2005). In the Wulgulmerang district, bushfires
destroyed six homes, the local service station and a sports pavilion. Thousands of
sheep and cattle were killed and more than 20 hay, wool and machinery sheds were
left damaged or destroyed. With little pasture or hay to feed surviving animals, many
graziers were forced to further reduce livestock numbers or take on the extra costs of
buying feed or agistment.

Vulnerability and resilience

A range of factors shape people’s vulnerabilities and resilience to bushfires in
the Wulgulmerang district (Whittaker 2008). As noted above, population change has
led to reduced local firefighting capacity. Consequently, during large bushfires the
district is heavily dependent on outside, often distant, support. The district's
geographical isolation and the lack of local services also create difficulties in the
provision of relief and recovery programs after fires. On the other hand, strong local
and non-local social networks are an important source of support during and after
bushfires. The influx of donated goods and volunteer labour after the 2003 fires was
a vital first step in the recovery process.

Most notably, however, many residents and landholders were significantly
underinsured for the fires. While the vast majority of residents had their homes and
contents insured, most commercial landholders had only partial coverage for their
livelihood assets. Many farmers, for example, had little or no coverage for their
livestock and fences. In some cases, underinsurance resulted from the increased
cost of replacing assets, inaccurate valuation of assets, or mere oversight. At
Wulgulmerang, a grazier noted that:

All the insurance | had was on my house and hay shed, but I didn’t have the
hay insured. When we had the drought a few years ago | had no hay in the
shed and | said: ‘Well, I've got no hay, so it's no good me paying insurance on
it’. I never got around to doing it again.

However, the cost of premiums is the principal barrier to greater insurance
coverage, with longstanding drought and other financial pressures on farm
households reducing expenditure on business risk management. Another grazier
explained that:

We didn’t have fences insured because when you're going through drought
you've got to get your priorities right — you’ve got to keep your money to keep
your stock alive. You've got to either agist them out or, if you can't find
agistment, you feed [with bought hay]. So you need all your resources to feed
your stock to get them through.



GARNAUT CLIMATE CHANGE REVIEW
- CASE STUDY -

OPPORTUNITIES AND BENEFITS

Climate change projections suggest that southeast Australia will be hotter and
drier in the future, with an increased risk of damaging bushfires and floods (DSE
2004; Hennessy et al. 2005; Lucas et al. 2007). The number of days each year over
35°C is predicted to rise by as much as 10 — 40% by 2030 and between 30 and
400% by 2070.

It is likely that when droughts occur they will be more severe and extreme rainfall
events more intense (DSE 2004). Critically, the risk of bushfires in East Gippsland is
also predicted to increase with climate change. In the Gippsland town of Sale, there
are currently around 8 days per year when the Forest Fire Danger Index (FFDI) is
very high or extreme; this could rise to 10 days by 2020 and 14 days by 2050.
Similarly, there are currently around 95 days per year when the Grass Fire Danger
Index (GFDI) is very high or extreme, with potential for an increase to 110 days by
2020 and 124 days by 2050 (Hennessy et al. 2005).

While there is potential for the development of new industries to revitalise the
local economy and attract new residents, the district’'s inaccessibility and lack of
basic infrastructure and services will make it difficult to attract new businesses. An
increase in the severity of droughts is likely to increase the financial pressures on
farm households and may exacerbate existing problems such as underinsurance.
There is also a risk that there will be successive droughts and bushfires in relatively
short periods of time which may exceed residents’ capacity to cope and recover.

POSSIBLE FUTURE STEPS

The resilience of these communities to bushfires, droughts and other shocks and
stresses that may intensify with climate change can be increased through policies
that revitalise and diversify the local economy by attracting new businesses and
residents to the area, and by improving access to basic services. The development
of programs and partnerships that aim to provide remote, rural communities with
greater protection and support during bushfires will assist people and communities to
protect themselves and defend their property from bushfires that are more frequent
and intense than they have been in the past.
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