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We knew it was coming... 

I have lived in Mallacoota since 1985 and survived the fire with several other family members on 
board a boat moored to the sandbar at the entrance to the estuary. Although we knew we were 
safe, it was a very frightening experience. We could see flame and hear explosions eg gas bottles 
over a long period. We stayed there for two nights, Dec 30-31.  

Our home in the Karbeethong area miraculously survived thanks to some vigilant neighbours who 
turned on sprinklers around the yard and extinguished spot fires. We also had prepared by filling 
guttering with water and reducing vegetation along the roadside of the property, where some spot 
fires were, as it turned, out put out. 

Many in Mallacoota had done similar preparations around their homes because after three dry 
winters we knew the forest was dry and highly flammable. In the time I have lived in Mallacoota, I 
have never known such dry conditions. Parks Victoria had cleared undergrowth and mulched areas 
bordering some areas of town. This appears to have slowed the progress of fire. 

We knew it was coming because we observed the rapid progress of this fire via the Emergency 
Victoria app and knew wind shifts had opened up a broad fire front and that the fire was creating its 
own weather. We were warned for a long period that we could not rely on fire services to protect us 
and our property and that there was no safe refuge in Mallacoota, despite it being clear to locals 
that in the event of a fire the big community hall would be used, as in fact did occur, despite it being 
ill prepared. Many people are justifiably angry that East Gippsland Shire had not prepared this 
building or any other facility as adequate protection from fire in such an obviously bushfire prone 
area as Mallacoota. The presence of thousands of tourists at the time compounded this problem. 

It is well known that in the weeks that followed the fire, Mallacoota was well supported by 
emergency, defence force and charitable services with community meetings using this same venue. 
One limitation became obvious to me over the question of when roads were to be reopened. The 
coordination of services and communication between Victorian and New South Wales authorities 
was inadequate. Leadership personnel were unable to provide or confirm information that locals 
heard 'on the grapevine'. 

On reflection, it is my impression that whilst local people were well prepared to respond to a fire 
threat, much more could be done on a broader level. 

Communication during a disaster is essential, yet I understand it was a local who cleared vegetation 
around the communication tower which resulted in phone and internet access remaining in place 
throughout. The local radio station, established after the 1983 fires, is no longer adequate for people 
away their home or vehicle and needs to be updated for the digital world. 

Land management practices need serious reconsideration, given the likely future impact of climate 
change on weather patterns. Current fuel reduction burns are inadequate and may even be 
promoting dangerous undergrowth in forest. Authorities could learn from indigenous practices and 
scientists in improving protections. Resourcing of Parks Victoria and fire service organisation needs 
to be vastly increased and better targeted. 

 


