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1 Executive Summary 
This report summarises our research on community-led initiatives designed to increase community 

resilience to bushfires in Kangaroo Valley, New South Wales, Australia, together with an 

investigation of the reconstruction industry response in supporting recovery. This summary report 

should be read in conjunction with the series of Bushfire Research Briefs that describe some of the 

important issues in more detail. At the time of writing we have developed nine of these documents 

which are listed in Appendix 1: Bushfire Research Briefs (p. 88). 

In this report we share our findings on the complex, multi-level, and multi-disciplinary issues that 

influenced the Kangaroo Valley community’s bushfire risk mitigation, preparation, response and 

recovery. We were interested to explore the three societal levels shown schematically in Figure 1-1. 

 

Figure 1-1. Schematic of societal layers influencing community bushfire resilience addressed in this project. 

It should be noted that while Figure 1-1 provides a simple framework by which to understand the 

development of community bushfire resilience, it cannot represent the diverse and complex nature of 

a given community, which in reality is an interconnected web of human interactions, influences, 

communication, flows of knowledge and understanding. Some of these complex issues are explored 

in this report. 

The Currowan Bushfire tore into Kangaroo Valley on the 4th of January 2020 causing widespread 

damage in the western parts of that area. It has been estimated that of the order 50 homes were 

destroyed, representing approximately 10 % of all homes in Kangaroo Valley. The Kangaroo Valley 

community was therefore impacted very significantly by the Currowan Fire and by the ensuing 

challenges that arose in the aftermath of the fire. These included catastrophic loss and damage to 

property, impacts on mental health and wellbeing, the death of animals and significant damage to 

ecosystems. 

At the household level, residents prepared for, responded to, and recovered from the fire in a wide 

variety of ways. This included: preparing and enacting household bushfire survival plans; preparing 

and retrofitting homes and properties for greater bushfire resilience; establishing a network of 
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Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Groups; and sharing their intentions regarding leaving or staying to 

defend with the local volunteer fire brigade via the Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Network.  

Members of the Kangaroo Valley community proactively organised community-wide preparations 

for future bushfires, and organised specific preparations and emergency responses to the Currowan 

Fire. In addition to a wide variety of initiatives by pre-existing groups, such as the Kangaroo Valley 

Volunteer Rural Fire Brigade (KVVRFB), three new community-led organizations/groups were 

established: 

1) Kangaroo Valley Community Bushfire Committee (KVCBC) 

2) Kangaroo Valley Bushfire Ready Neighbourhoods Network  

3) Kangaroo Valley Bushfire Recovery (KVBR) Drop In Centre.  

The first two initiatives/organizations were pro-actively set up over the course of more than a year 

before the Currowan Fire, while the Drop in Centre was more a reactive initiative that was 

established extremely quickly and became operational just three days after the fire.  

All three of these initiatives were instrumental in increasing the bushfire resilience of the community 

by building community connections, knowledge and support. This suggests they have potential as 

good models for other high-risk communities. It is hoped that the experience and efforts of the KV 

community outlined in this report will provide valuable ideas and examples for other bushfire-prone 

communities. 

Through in-depth interviews with more than 80 residents, emergency services personnel, local 

government, reconstruction industry representatives and other stakeholders, and through analysis of a 

variety of documentation and data, we investigated how the community and other stakeholders 

prepared for and responded to the Currowan Fire, and prepared for future bushfires more generally. 

Some of our key findings are summarised in the following sections.  

1.1 Kangaroo Valley Community Bushfire Committee 

A public meeting was held in September 2018 to discuss community concerns about the threat of a 

major bushfire impacting in Kangaroo Valley. Following this meeting a group of community 

members, who were concerned that more needed to be done at a local level to prepare for bushfires, 

established the Kangaroo Valley Community Bushfire Committee (KVCBC). The stated purpose of 

the committee was, “To help the Kangaroo Valley Community to be more aware of and better 

prepared for bushfires”. Members of this committee went on to undertake a range of valuable work, 

which included the following (for more details see Section 4.2): 

1. Research into how best to increase community bushfire resilience from sources such as other 

community initiatives, reports and recommendations from inquiries into previous bushfires in 

Australia, documents such as the National Strategy for Disaster Resilience, etc.  

2. Development of a number of iterations of a detailed ‘brief’ for the development of a 

Kangaroo Valley Community Bushfire Plan. While this was not implemented for a variety of 

reasons, it did play an important role in informing the development of the Bushfire Ready 

Neighbourhood Groups and other KVCBC activities. 

3. Advocacy for a range of assets in Kangaroo Valley to be included in the bushfire plans of the 

Shoalhaven region that were not previously identified. 
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4. A number of submissions to inquiries into the Black Summer Bushfires of 2019/2020. 

5. Active engagement with key stakeholders such as local government, emergency services, etc. 

6. Publication of the work of the committee and initiatives including the Bushfire Ready 

Neighbourhood Groups to the Kangaroo Valley community and other community groups. 

7. Initiation of a community-led mapping project in 2021 to generate an interactive on-line 

electronic map of the Kangaroo Valley area, showing property boundaries grouped into 

Localities and Neighbourhoods together with details of items relevant to bushfire resilience 

such as hydrants, static water supplies, community assets and vulnerabilities.   

1.2 Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Groups 

The first nine Kangaroo Valley Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Groups were established in October 

2018 in the Upper Kangaroo River locality. A number of other groups were later formed in the 

months and weeks before the arrival of the Currowan Fire, and a strong network of such groups 

exists across Kangaroo Valley at the time of writing.  

This initiative arose in parallel with the development of the KVCBC, and adopted a multilevel 

approach to community bushfire preparedness, i.e. with the following four levels: a) households, b) 

neighbourhoods (of around 8 to 15 households), c) localities or suburbs, and d) Kangaroo Valley as a 

whole. 

The bushfire-ready neighbourhood groups across Kangaroo Valley played an important role in 

improving community preparedness for bushfires generally, and for the Currowan Fire in particular 

(as discussed in more detail in Sections 4.3 and 6.1). Some of our key findings were as follows: 

1. Community connections with respect to bushfire resilience were strengthened by establishing 

new channels for communication and information flows. 

2. Neighbourhood groups provided a channel by which to encourage households to develop 

firm Bushfire Survival Plans. Importantly, good examples of detailed Bushfire Survival Plans 

developed by residents of Kangaroo Valley were then shared across neighbourhood groups. 

Feedback from interviewees on this initiative was very positive with comments that it had 

‘dramatically helped people get over the line of developing their own bushfire plan’. 

3. Important discussions occurred and information was gathered about characteristics of the 

neighbourhoods with respect to bushfire resilience, such as the location of dwellings, static 

water supplies, and other assets; which was also of value to volunteer firefighting teams.  

4. The following activities were extremely important in the lead up to the arrival of the 

Currowan Fire: 

a. Organisation of neighbourhood meetings immediately preceding the arrival of the 

fire. At many of these members of the local Kangaroo Valley Volunteer Rural Fire 

Brigade (KVVRFB) provided authoritative advice to residents on likely outcomes, 

preparation of homes and properties by residents, the realities of what a decision to 

stay-and-defend would mean in terms of preparation of properties, access to 

equipment, and requirements for high levels of physical and mental 

capacity/resilience. 

b. Gathering of the intentions of residents on whether they would evacuate or stay-and-

defend. These intentions were then collated and passed from the overall Bushfire 
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Ready Neighbourhood Network Coordinator to the local brigade and thence to other 

brigades coming in from outside the area.  

c. Sharing up-to-date information from a range of agencies, authorities and other 

residents on the development of the fire and other relevant issues. 

5. In the aftermath of the Currowan Fire the Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Network continued 

to play an important role in supporting the community, particularly those residents directly 

impacted by the fire. In the immediate aftermath of the fire, and for several months thereafter, 

neighbourhood coordinators acted as a trusted channel of information to community 

members, both those that evacuated and those that stayed. 

Some of the lessons learned and suggested future actions regarding setting up similar neighbourhood 

groups elsewhere, and in further improving those in Kangaroo Valley, include the following: 

1. Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Groups can provide important and detailed neighbourhood-

level information to RFS and other agencies in the lead up to a major disaster/emergency, e.g. 

regarding leave early vs. stay and defend intentions of households. Since local RFS 

volunteers and other emergency personnel are extremely busy with vital preparations to 

respond to a disaster at such times, they are very unlikely to have the significant time and 

resources necessary to collect this information themselves. 

2. Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Groups have the capacity to engage with and motivate 

residents to become bushfire resilient in ways that complement and extend the efforts of 

agencies such as RFS and others. 

3. Wherever possible it is highly desirable for a community-led Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood 

Network to be set up in collaboration/partnership with the local volunteer rural fire brigade, 

and ideally with the knowledge of and support of the broader RFS, council and other 

emergency agencies. 

4. Provision of bushfire safety information to vulnerable people in a community is clearly 

important, as is knowledge of their location and personal circumstances.  

5. It is also important that clear protocols and lines of responsibility should be in place for 

emergency services and government welfare agencies so that when an emergency arises it is 

clear how and when vulnerable people are to be supported, e.g. in terms of their potential 

need to be evacuated and accommodated elsewhere. A review by appropriate authorities and 

community organisations of the arrangements and protocols currently in place would 

therefore be helpful. 

6. Key community contact points (e.g. post office, local stores and rural supplies outlets) 

provide important communication channels that could be more strongly utilised prior to and 

following bushfires and other disasters. 

7. As has been demonstrated many times elsewhere, the Kangaroo Valley Emergency meeting 

prior to the Currowan Fire, led by senior RFS personnel was vital in providing residents with 

a realistic picture of the potential impact of the bushfire and to inform their decision-making. 

In the case of the Currowan Fire this was further reinforced by neighbourhood meetings 

organised by Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood coordinators which had the advantage of 

understanding the local context at neighbourhood/street level. 

8. Lessons learned around the roles and contributions of neighbourhood coordinators included 

the following. 
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a. There was intense pressure on the volunteer neighbourhood coordinators in the lead 

up to, during, and immediately after the bushfire. Further discussion and refinement 

of these roles, and potential training of coordinators, will hopefully assist in reducing 

this pressure in future emergency situations. 

b. It appears that coordinators who had decided to leave early were likely to experience 

less pressure and stress, and had a better chance to stay connected with all the key 

sources of information and communication networks, than those who chose to stay 

and defend their homes. A coordinator who chooses to stay and defend may have to 

deal with the impact of a fire on their own property, while at the same time 

communicating with and supporting others in the neighbourhood. 

c. It is advisable for each neighbourhood group to appoint a deputy coordinator in case 

of absences, or challenging circumstances, e.g. if the primary coordinator is badly 

affected by the disaster personally. 

1.3 Kangaroo Valley Bushfire Recovery (KVBR) Drop In Centre  

In the immediate aftermath of the impact of the Currowan Fire on Kangaroo Valley, a community-

led bushfire emergency response “Drop In Centre” was established, funded and operating within 

three days of the fire’s impact. Despite the fact that the Drop In Centre was established with virtually 

no planning prior to the fire, the centre was extremely successful in supporting residents and others 

affected by the bushfire in the emergency response phase of the disaster. This was in part due to the 

broad skillsets and commitment of the core team of volunteers. 

The scale of the impact of the bushfire on the community was unprecedented, as was the speed with 

which the volunteers responded, as exemplified by the newsletter released to the community just 3 

days after the fire (see Appendix 2: KV Drop In Centre Newsletter of 7th January 2020 on p. 89). 

The Kangaroo Valley Bushfire Recovery (KVBR) Incorporated Association was then formally 

registered six weeks later. 

Some of the relevant achievements and lessons learned in the development are summarised below: 

1. One of the most important achievements of KVBR was the speed with which they were able to 

set up a community led emergency response to the bushfire disaster. They were able to set up a 

network of local support far more quickly than government and other agencies, which were 

effectively overwhelmed by the scale of the Black Summer bushfires in NSW.  

2. The Drop In Centre played a vital role in organising bushfire recovery public meetings 

including the first Kangaroo Valley recovery public meeting held on 16th January. 

3. The Drop In Centre assisted many residents to access appropriate support in the immediate 

aftermath of the fire. Challenges for residents whose home and possessions had been destroyed 

included difficulties with lack of identity documents, etc.  

4. Drop In Centre staff played a key role in advocating for deeply affected/traumatised residents 

when dealing with insurance companies, banks, etc. 

5. The centre actively liaised with Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood network to keep residents 

informed on many issues, e.g. when representatives would be at the Drop In Centre from 

agencies such as Centrelink, Disaster Assistance/Welfare, counsellors, Salvation Army, 

Shoalhaven Council recovery staff, Services NSW Mobile Bus,  etc. 
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6. KVBR activities included: providing meals/drinks for RFS, volunteers and displaced 

community members; hosting community events such as mental health events; organising 

working bees for clearing properties; delivering potable drinking water for properties directly 

impacted by the bushfire; providing goggles and masks to volunteers clearing impacted 

properties; and sourcing feed for horses and stock. 

7. Drop in Centre staff made important personal connections with key public servants in State 

Government departments and elsewhere, that facilitated better access to services and support 

for the KV community. 

8. The Drop In Centre set up a roster of psychologists and counsellors to sit with residents who 

were significantly impacted by the Currowan Fire, and KVBR was also successful in winning 

longer term funding for a program of events to support mental health recovery for a range of 

impacted people in the community.  

9. Wildlife feed and materials for water stations were purchased, so that volunteers could set up 

water and feed stations within days of the fire.  

10. The Drop In Centre was initially established by a community member with the skills and time 

to quickly set up and then maintain a multi-faceted disaster recovery hub, supported by a small 

number of core volunteers. Not all communities elsewhere are likely to have residents with 

these capacities. 

11. Volunteers were providing support to traumatised people, without time for training in trauma-

informed care, with potential consequences for their own mental health. 

12. Having been established quickly, there was also little time to train volunteers in some of the 

key skills needed to maximise the efficiency of the Drop In Centre (e.g. computer data entry 

skills). This placed added pressure on the small number of core volunteers. 

13. Community recovery centres of this kind will require long-term use of a shopfront, community 

building, or similar space, which may not always be available.  Plans should be put in place for 

future emergencies to secure such premises with written agreements with key stakeholders 

(such as local government departments) in advance. 

The Kangaroo Valley Bushfire Recovery (KVBR) Association Incorporated was deliberately set up 

to have a nominal life of approximately two years only. The very significant experience gained and 

capabilities developed by KVBR during the response to the Currowan Fire is an important 

community resource, which could potentially be lost. Fortunately, at the time of writing, the 

Kangaroo Valley Community Bushfire Committee are actively considering broadening the scope of 

their activities to cover planning for community-led post-disaster responses so as to utilise and build 

on the experience of KVBR. 

1.4 Household preparation, response and recovery 

Our interviews with residents, and data from other sources such as neighbourhood coordinators, led 

to the following findings: 

1. Only 15% of the homes surveyed were found to meet current bushfire building regulations 

(which are specified in AS 3959), and these were on properties with a relatively low bushfire 

hazard (i.e. BAL Low, 12.5 or 19). 

2. Common vulnerabilities to bushfire attack included: 
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a. Unprotected standard windows and doors (found on 89% of properties); 

b. Timber decking or timber verandah posts (79% of properties); 

c. Combustible fascia or bargeboards at the edges of roofs (63% of properties); and 

d. Combustible wall cladding (47% of properties). 

3. All the residents we interviewed had carried out some preparation activities on their properties 

prior to the arrival of the Currowan Fire. Residents on all properties cleared vegetation and other 

fuels away from their homes, approximately half of the households undertook some do-it-

yourself building retrofits, and 16 % of households undertook extensive retrofits, addressing a 

range of vulnerable building elements. 

4. Barriers preventing further property preparation included: 

a. Residents not knowing what else could be done; 

b. The perceived cost and complexity of further work (with a common sentiment that ‘you 

can only do so much); 

c. Limited personal capacity to undertake further work (e.g. due to a lack of experience in 

construction or do-it-yourself home maintenance). 

5. The barriers listed above point to opportunities for improved education and support for 

homeowners wishing to prepare for bushfire, e.g. the need for more detailed guidance resources, 

and the potential role of tradespeople in assisting with retrofits. 

6. An important step taken by a small number of households was to ‘Research and Rehearse’. This 

included carrying out detailed research on building materials, fire safety equipment and facilities 

(including bunkers and sprinklers), fire behaviour, and the necessary physical and mental 

capacity to stay and defend a property or to evacuate safely. Several of these households reported 

that rehearsing, or role-playing, their response prior to the fire was very helpful.  

7. People’s perception of their own preparedness was reported in interviews to be very subjective, 

and some residents clearly thought that others in their community who planned to stay and 

defend were not sufficiently capable to do this safely. 

8. Despite the efforts of neighbourhood groups, members of the KVVRFB, and others, it was 

reported that a number of people/households who intended to stay and defend changed their 

minds very close to the arrival time of the fire, which was of significant concern.  

1.4.1 Household leave versus stay and defend intentions 

An important finding from our research was that the fraction of households that were undecided on 

whether to leave or stay and defend their home prior to the arrival of the Currowan Fire appeared to 

be significantly lower than for other major fires in recent years. The data on household intentions 

gathered from our in-depth interviews with residents and data collected by coordinators of Bushfire 

Ready Neighbourhood groups across much of Kangaroo Valley immediately prior to the arrival fire 

are shown in Table 1-1.  

Some key findings and points of note include the following: 

1. Many households whose intentions prior to the bushfire season were to ‘stay and defend’, or 

were undecided, changed their minds over the course of weeks/months to ‘leave early’. The 

impetus to change or strengthen their planning came directly from one or more of the 

following: 

a. One-on-one conversations they had with RFS volunteers. 
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b. The emergency bushfire public community meeting at KV village hall addressed by 

senior RFS personnel a week before the fire arrived. 

c. Activities of the KV Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Groups Network. 

d. Perceptions that the extreme drought conditions were likely to make fire-conditions 

much more severe than they had anticipated when making earlier plans. 

2. Despite the factors above that would motivate good decision making, a significant proportion 

(9 %) of households in our interview group still ‘left late’, i.e. in the hours (and sometimes 

minutes) leading up to the arrival of the fire. Previous research has shown that leaving so late 

is very risky. 

 

Table 1-1. Household intensions to leave early or stay and defend, as communicated: i) by residents to Kangaroo Valley 

Bushfire Ready Coordinators prior to the Currowan Fire's arrival; ii) by our research participants; iii) actual actions 

taken by research participants shortly before the arrival of the Currowan Fire. 

Household leave versus stay intentions Leave 
Early 

Stay & 
defend 

Unsure Left 
late 

Data of intentions provided to Neighbourhood Coordinators 72 % 24 % 4 %  

Original intentions of interviewees prior to 2019/2020 fire season 55 % 39 % 6 %  

Actual actions of interviewees immediately prior to fire arrival 67 % 24 %  9 % 

 

1.5 Reconstruction and Supply Chain 

We sought to better understand how key aspects of the reconstruction ecosystem responded to the 

rebuilding requirements of Kangaroo Valley, while also considering wider impacts across the NSW 

South Coast region, which was heavily impacted by the Black Summer Bushfires of 2019/20: 

1. The reconstruction supply chain ecosystem servicing Kangaroo Valley faced a number of 

challenges in meeting housing demand across 2020/21. However, the scale of rebuilding 

bushfire damaged properties was just one of several contributing factors in the surge in 

construction demand, which included wider issues in the housing market, the impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, etc. 

2. The provision of State Government funded demolition and clearing services was welcome 

assistance to the many households who had experienced significant damage to their 

properties.  

3. The Shoalhaven City Council (SCC) approach of using Hybrid Building Impact Assessment 

(BIA) teams, a multi-agency process aimed at implementing a single site visit to damaged 

properties to come to an official determination of damage, appeared to be a successful 

initiative that reduced the burden of assessments on residents. 

4. A number of changes to business-as-usual operations were implemented by the Shoalhaven 

City Council and NSW State Government to assist people whose homes or businesses were 

affected by the bushfires. 

5. While planning and development assistance to SCC from other councils was seen to be 

useful, it could have been more effective if better targeted. Feedback from our interviews was 
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that for the most part the assistance was generally too short in duration (e.g. weeks) and 

occurred too soon after the bushfires for the majority of affected households to be at the stage 

of preparing plans for rebuilding. 

6. The speed and responsiveness of insurance companies in assessing claims varied 

significantly. Two key factors reported were: i) the level of property damage, and ii) how 

well households could document the damage and follow up their claim. 

7. Feedback from our interviewees in the construction industry was that planning approval was 

relatively smooth for most households, but that a minority of households faced significant 

delays, and there were frustrations expressed by those involved in reconstruction that 

progress was not as fast as they expected it to be. 

8. Increased delays in securing contractors and materials, along with rising costs of labour and 

materials combined to increase the financial risks for builders; and for householders the costs 

of rebuilding increased as a result. 

9. Material shortages caused significant supply chain issues for the construction industry as the 

industry was hit by the double impact of very strong demand for housing materials, at the 

same time as having a weak supply due to issues such as bushfire damage to timber supplies, 

impacts on labour and transport of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

10. Finding a builder after the bushfires was challenging for many Kangaroo Valley residents, 

particularly those who were not able to start looking to rebuild until late 2020 or early 2021. 

Extended delays caused by supply chain and planning issues caused problems for such 

residents as most insurance policies only cover emergency accommodation rent for a 12-

month period after a disaster. 

11. Professionals involved in clean-up, recovery and reconstruction after the Currowan Fire often 

played important, but under-recognised, roles in providing emotional support for those 

impacted by the disaster. 

12. Long delays in the restoration of telecommunications after the fire was a complaint from 

many interviewees living in fire-impacted areas of Kangaroo Valley. This caused great 

inconvenience and distress to residents, most of whom had no mobile coverage. Much of the 

Telstra landline infrastructure in these areas was clearly not resistant to intense bushfires, and 

required time consuming manual excavation, reconnection and repair.   

13. The construction supply chain ecosystem servicing Kangaroo Valley would likely have coped 

relatively well with the post Currowan Fire reconstruction demand in isolation. However, 

multiple challenges and disasters during the reconstruction period occurred. Such cumulative 

challenges should be assumed to be likely, or at least possible, when planning recovery and 

reconstruction strategies for future natural disasters, pandemics, etc. 
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2 Introduction 
During the Australian spring and summer of 2019/2020 a bushfire crisis unfolded across several 

states and territories which was unprecedented in many ways, including in terms of the number, size 

and intensity of the bushfires that occurred. The fires came to be known as the Black Summer 

Bushfires. That fire season was shaped by climatic changes locally and globally, which resulted in an 

increase in the annual number of high-fire-danger days and more intense fire behaviour. Fire risk in 

many areas of Australia has also increased in recent times as a result of demographic changes, with 

more people living in fire-prone areas.  

The catastrophic impact of the Black Summer bushfires in New South Wales (NSW) led to 

individuals, families, communities and resources being stretched as never before. This applied not 

only to the agencies responding during the fire emergency but also to organisations assisting 

impacted communities during their recovery, and to the reconstruction industry that was responsible 

for the demolition of destroyed and damaged buildings and infrastructure, and the eventual 

rebuilding of people’s homes and other property.  

2.1 Aims and Objectives of the Study 

The overall aim of this Building Community Resilience to Bushfires (BCRB) research project was to 

better understand the complex, multi-level, multi-disciplinary issues that influenced the bushfire 

resilience of a particular community affected by the Black Summer Bushfires in NSW, i.e. the 

community of Kangaroo Valley, which was hit by the Currowan Fire when it tore into that area with 

disastrous results on the night of 4th January 2020.  

A framework frequently used to characterise the cycle 

of disasters has the following four key phases (as 

illustrated in Figure 2-1): 

Mitigation of the risks of future disasters 

Preparation for the arrival and impact of a disaster  

Response immediately prior to, during and 

immediately after a disaster 

Recovery from the disaster. 
 

Figure 2-1. The phases of the ‘disaster cycle’. 

The present authors undertook an in-depth study of community disaster resilience at multiple levels 

ranging from households and local communities, to local government and industry, as shown 

schematically in Figure 2-2. Our primary source of information was via in-depth interviews with a 

range of people including: i) residents directly impacted by the bushfires, ii) members of the 

community and other volunteers that played important roles in efforts to prepare, respond to and 

recover from the disaster, iii) representatives of local government, volunteer organisations, and the 

reconstruction industry. 

Preparation

ResponseRecovery

Mitigation

DISASTER CYCLE
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Figure 2-2. Societal layers influencing community bushfire resilience addressed in this project. 

It should be noted that while Figure 1-1Figure 2-2 provides a simple framework by which to 

understand the development of community bushfire resilience, it cannot represent the diverse and 

complex nature of a given community, which in reality is an interconnected web of human 

interactions, influences, communication, flows of knowledge and understanding. 

2.2 Scope 

The focus of this study was primarily on community-led initiatives that contributed to preparation, 

response and recovery to bushfires in Kangaroo Valley, as well as an examination of some of the 

issues that influenced the reconstruction ecosystem/supply chain in the wake of the Currowan Fire. 

The research project covered the following three main areas of focus and associated research 

questions: 

1. Households and Community. We set out to investigate the perceptions, actions and 

experiences of individual Kangaroo Valley households and those involved in community-led 

bushfire resilience initiatives: 

a. How did they prepare for bushfires in general prior to the Currowan Fire?  

b. With respect to the Currowan Fire, how did they prepare for and respond to the 

bushfire itself. 

c. What were their experiences during the recovery phase after the fire? 

2. Buildings. The way in which dwellings and other buildings are designed, built and 

maintained significantly impacts the preparedness and resilience of households and 

communities. In this part of the study we investigated a range of issues including the 

following research questions: 

a. What building design changes and retrofits were commonly made by residents to 

increase the bushfire resilience of their homes and properties? 

b. What sources of information and motivations informed the actions of residents in 

improving the bushfire resilience of their homes? 
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c. How important and effective did residents perceive these measures for enhancing the 

bushfire resilience of their homes to be? 

3. Recovery and Reconstruction Ecosystem. A major disaster, such as the Black Summer 

Bushfires, inevitably generates a wide range of major challenges for the communities 

affected and for the agencies and industries responsible for assisting in the recovery of 

individual households and communities. We examined a wide range of issues exemplified by 

the following research questions: 

a. How did the reconstruction industry supply chain, together with government agencies 

and other organisations respond to the recovery requirements of the Kangaroo Valley 

community? How might this response be improved for the future? 

b. What was the impact of the reconstruction effort and issues such as insurance, 

planning constraints, etc. on households and communities directly and indirectly 

affected by the bushfires?  

Because our study was focussed primarily on the activities and perceptions of the local community, 

we did not include the study of important mitigation and response work undertaken by government-

funded organisations such as the Rural Fire Service (RFS), NSW National Parks and Wildlife 

Service (NPWS), and the NSW State Emergency Service (SES). A great deal of evidence was 

previously gathered and recommendations made on such issues by inquiries following the Black 

Summer Bushfires, such as: the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 2020), the NSW Bushfire Inquiry (NSW Government, 2020) and the 

Australian Senate inquiry (Australian Senate, 2021). 

Nevertheless, many of the volunteers and staff of these organisations were local community 

members who actively participated in the networks we have examined. A number of such people 

were therefore included as important sources of information in this project. 

2.3 Method 

Over the course of the project the primary method of data collection was semi-structured, in-depth 

interviews carried out with a number of cohorts of interviewees. In total over 70 interviews were 

conducted involving over 83 interviewees. The process of interviewing was carried out in 

compliance with approvals received from the University of Wollongong and Illawarra and 

Shoalhaven Local Health District Social Sciences Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC), 

approval number HREC2020/342, and appropriate measures were taken to ensure the safety and 

rights of participants and researchers. 

The cohorts of interviewees recruited included: i) residents/householders living in and around 

Kangaroo Valley; ii) community members involved in bushfire resilience initiatives; iii) local 

business owners, iv) volunteers and employees of emergency services and not-for-profit 

organizations; v) employees of local government; vi) local professionals with relevant expertise,  

such as bushfire consultants; vii) people involved in the post-bushfire reconstruction program, 

including industry peak body representatives, architects and building designers, builders, 

tradespeople, suppliers of building materials, demolition/earthmoving contractors, etc.  

In addition to data gathered through our interviews, assessments were made of homes in Kangaroo 

Valley to investigate issues related to standard of construction of dwellings, and the retrofits 
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undertaken by householders to increase the resistance of buildings and property to bushfires. This 

research is detailed in Section 5.3.2 of this document, and was informed by previous research of the 

authors, including a study of retrofitting of homes and council buildings for bushfire resistance for 

the City of Wyong (Penman, et al., 2017).  

The COVID-19 pandemic had significant impacts on the conduct of the research project, on the 

residents of Kangaroo Valley, and on other stakeholders more generally. This resulted in the need to 

minimise or eliminate face-to-face meetings and site visits in line with University of Wollongong 

workplace health and safety requirements for much of the project. Interviews were instead conducted 

via telephone and/or video conference calls.  

2.4 Kangaroo Valley 

Kangaroo Valley (KV) lies approximately 160km south west by road from Sydney in the  

northernmost part of the Shoalhaven Local Government Area (LGA) of New South Wales, Australia. 

The traditional custodians of the area are the Wodi-Wodi people. It is well known for its picturesque 

landscape and proximity to several national parks and other tourist attractions. It has a base 

population of around 900 people in 500 households, however, given that it is a popular tourist 

destination, the population generally increases substantially during summer months.  

  

Figure 2-3. Kangaroo Valley looking towards the northwest from the 

Red Rocks Nature Reserve (photo – Dave Macquart). 

Figure 2-4. Hampden Bridge – only vehicle 

crossing over the Kangaroo River  

(photo – Paul Cooper). 

Kangaroo Valley is a semi-rural area of approximately 256 square kilometres. It is bordered by many 

national parks and nature reserves, particularly the Morton National Park to the south and west. This, 

together with the geography of Kangaroo Valley itself means that road access to the area is limited, 

which has important implications for citizens and authorities in the event of a major natural disaster 

such as a bushfire, or other emergency, as evacuation may become difficult if any of roads leading to 

the area become impassable. This is evidenced by the impact of rain events in April 2022 when, at 

one point in time, all of the five sealed roads into the area were closed by landslides.  

In addition, the Kangaroo River flows approximately east to west through the middle of Kangaroo 

Valley, the only crossing point for motor vehicles is Hampden Bridge, and is reported to be the 

oldest suspension bridge in Australia having been built in 1893. The deck of the bridge is made 

substantially of timber and is therefore a particularly important but vulnerable piece of infrastructure 

in the event of a bushfire. 
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Kangaroo Valley forms an important part of the catchment area of the Shoalhaven River and also 

serves as a source of water for metropolitan Sydney. The Kangaroo Valley and Bendeela 

hydroelectric power/pumping stations are located on Bendeela Road and have a combined capacity 

of 240 megawatts. This important piece of infrastructure generates electricity and delivers water to 

the Sydney water network.  

A range of businesses located in the village serve the local community, including grocery shops, a 

fuel/service station, rural supplies, mechanical/automotive services, cafes, restaurants, hotels, holiday 

parks, holiday accommodation, arts & crafts, wedding venues, etc. A significant number of 

businesses cater for tourists wishing to undertake outdoor activities such as canoeing/kayaking. 

Other important community facilities and resources include the primary school, ambulance station, 

health clinic, police station, post office, churches, village halls and showground. Agriculture plays an 

important role in the area, where dairy farming is one of the most prominent businesses. 

 
 Figure 2-5. Kangaroo Valley village (photo – Paul Cooper). 

 

Figure 2-6. Kangaroo Valley (from left to right) ambulance station, health clinic and  

Volunteer Rural Fire Brigade (KVVRFB) station. 
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Figure 2-7 Suburbs of the Kangaroo Valley area. The primary suburbs that comprise the area studied in this project included: Kangaroo Valley, Barrengarry, Upper 

Kangaroo River, Wattamolla, Brogers Creek and a fraction of Budgong (compiled from https://www.shoalhaven.nsw.gov.au/Services/Maps-Online).  

https://www.shoalhaven.nsw.gov.au/Services/Maps-Online
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3 Currowan Fire 2019/2020 
The widespread bushfires that impacted communities in NSW, and elsewhere in Australia, during the 

summer of 2019/2020 came to be known as the Black Summer Bushfires. These fires were 

particularly intense as a result of a number of factors including a long period of drought driven in 

part by global climate change, extreme weather conditions, and difficult fire conditions. The impact 

on communities was immense, with 26 lives lost and approximately 2,500 homes destroyed. 

3.1 Evolution of the Currowan Fire and Impact on Kangaroo Valley 

The ignition of the Currowan Fire is believed to have occurred late in the evening of 25th November 

2019 due to a lightning strike in remote forest of the Bimberamala National Park approximately 

90km southwest of Kangaroo Valley (Adcock, 2021). Over the course of the next 74 days the fire 

increased enormously in size, joining with other fires that had started from multiple other ignition 

points, and eventually burned across 320,385 hectares (3,204 km2).  

The Currowan Fire impacted the Shoalhaven region heavily with 80% of Shoalhaven land impacted 

or burned. A total of 312 homes were destroyed and 173 damaged and 3 lives lost in the Shoalhaven 

region. 

  

Figure 3-1. Schematic timeline of the development of the Currowan and Comberton Fires 

(Shoalhaven City Council, 2020). 

Many people in the Kangaroo Valley community closely followed the Currowan Fire over the course 

of the two months of its development, gleaning information from reports in various channels, 

including national and local television and radio, local newspapers, and social media such as local 

Facebook groups. One of the most important sources of detailed information on the fire was through 

the Rural Fire Service’s smartphone app ‘Fires Near Me’.  

Concern for the possibility of the Currowan Fire impacting their communities increased significantly 

for those in the north western region of the Shoalhaven when a new ignition point occurred on 

approximately 19th December 2019 close to Tianjara Falls on the Nerriga Road, 45km from 

Kangaroo Valley village.  

The Tianjara Falls area of fire expanded rapidly in the following days, but particularly so on 21st 

December when a strong southerly wind change increased the intensity of the fire. This in turn led to 

the formation of a Pyrocumulonimbus cloud and dense smoke clouds being driven into Kangaroo 

Valley (see Figure 3-2), which provided further notice to the community that the risk of the fire 

reaching them was now high. 
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Figure 3-2. Disquieting bushfire smoke clouds above Kangaroo Valley from the Currowan fire front which was then over 

30km away on 21st December 2019 (photo – Paul Cooper). 

A selection of ‘screen shots’ taken from the Fires Near Me app are shown in Figure 3-5, and these 

illustrate the evolution of the Currowan Fire in relation to Kangaroo Valley. A more extensive 

sequence of such images is provided in Appendix 2 of this report. It can be can be seen from Figure 

3-5 that by Christmas Day 2019 the fire was within 25km from the village, and by the 1st of January 

2020 the fire had almost reached the Shoalhaven River, just a few km from the communities of 

Budgong, Illaroo and Mt Scanzi. 

The Currowan fire-front eventually reached 

Kangaroo Valley during the afternoon of 4th 

January 2020 as a very strong southerly wind 

change made its way northwards up the south 

eastern coast of NSW. A weather station in 

Nowra, 24 km away, measured air temperatures of 

43°C and wind speeds over 55 km/h that day, 

however, residents described much stronger local 

winds and higher temperatures during the day.  

In the late afternoon of the 4th of January the 

Currowan fire front arrived at Budgong and the 

south western border of Kangaroo Valley. A 

massive Pyrocumulonimbus cloud towered over 

this area and was clearly visible to those residents 

and emergency services personnel in the 

Kangaroo Valley area (see Figure 3-3). This cloud 

was powered by the intense heat generated at the 

rapidly advancing fire front, which in turn was 

driven by the strong southerly winds. 

A change of wind later in the evening of 4th 

January meant that the progression of the fire 

towards larger communities such as Kangaroo 

Valley village and Upper Kangaroo River was 

effectively halted. 

However, the impact on the communities in the 

western areas of the valley was catastrophic. Over 

the course of 4th and 5th of January, the fire 

destroyed approximately 48 homes, representing 

10% of homes in Kangaroo Valley.   

 

Figure 3-3. A view of the Currowan Fire 

Pyrocumulonimbus Cloud, from Jacks Corner Road,  

as it loomed over Kangaroo Valley, 7:24pm 4th 

January 2020 (photo – Maureen Bell). 
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In addition, more than ten holiday cabins and many dozens of sheds were destroyed, along with 

equipment and extensive infrastructure on many properties. Many thousands of animals died, 

including livestock. 

The final extent of fire-impacted areas in Kangaroo Valley and nearby localities is shown in Figure 

3-4. 

 

 
Figure 3-4. Areas directly impacted by the Currowan Fire (Shoalhaven City Council, 2020).  

 

A detailed summary of the events leading up to and including the impact of the Currowan Fire, 

particularly a description of the outstanding efforts of volunteer firefighters from the Kangaroo 

Valley Volunteer Rural Fire Brigade and their supporters, can be found in the excerpt from the 

January 2020 edition of the Valley Voice in Appendix 5: Valley Voice articles. 

In addition, the monograph Currowan  (Adcock, 2021) provides an engaging account of the impacts 

on many communities and individuals significantly affected by the Currowan Fire. 
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Figure 3-5. Progression of the Currowan fire as seen via the RFS ‘Fires Near Me’ smartphone app on a KV resident’s 

phone. Date (dd/mm/year) and time of the capture of each image is shown at the top of each image.  

22/12/2019 25/12/2019 

01/01/2020 05/01/2020 
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4 Key Organizations and Events 

4.1 Overview of Key Events and Initiatives 

This section provides a brief overview of the timeline of Kangaroo Valley community initiatives and 

events regarding bushfire resilience and the impact and aftermath of the Currowan Fire.  

Of particular note are three important community-led bushfire resilience initiatives that were brought 

about by Kangaroo Valley community members: 

a) Kangaroo Valley Community Bushfire Committee (KVCBC) formed in September 2018;  

b) Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Network started in Upper Kangaroo River area in December 

2018; and 

c) The Drop In Centre commenced in January 2020 as an emergency community bushfire 

response and the associated Kangaroo Valley Bushfire Recovery Inc. 

The event timeline is summarised graphically in Figure 4-2 and is described in more detail in later 

sections of this report. It starts with the well attended ‘Bush Fire Awareness and Preparation’ public 

meeting held in Kangaroo Valley Village Hall on 10th September 2018, which was and convened by 

the local police officer and captain of the KVVRFB of the time (see the report in Appendix 5: Valley 

Voice articles, p. 95). 

A second, and vitally important public meeting, that had extremely important benefits for the 

preparedness of the community was organised by the RFS and held at the Kangaroo Valley Village 

Hall on the 28th December 2019.  

 
Figure 4-1. Hundreds of residents cram into the Kangaroo Valley Village Hall (many others were stood outside) for the 

public meeting, seen here being addressed by the RFS incident controller 28th December 2019 (photo - Paul Cooper) 

Here the RFS Incident Controller and other RFS personnel gave a frank assessment of the very high 

level of bushfire-risk facing the community. This meeting was a wake-up call for many residents 

who might not have appreciated the threat to them and the community previously, and it led to a step 

change in the level of preparation and planning undertaken by many households. 

We have also generated a schematic that maps many of the relevant stakeholders and organizations 

associated more broadly with bushfire resilience of the KV community in Figure 4-3. 



    

Building Community Resilience to Bushfires: A Case Study of Kangaroo Valley 30 

 

Figure 4-2. Timeline of some key events and initiative in respect of Kangaroo Valley Community Bushfire Preparations and Responses to the Currowan Fire. 
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Table 4-1. Summary of key events and initiative in respect of Kangaroo Valley Community Bushfire Preparations and Responses to Currowan Fire. 

Date Event or activity 

10/9/2018 Bushfire public meeting held in KV Village Hall 

22/10/2018 First meeting of the KV Community Bushfire Committee (KVCBC) 

8/12/2018 Upper Kangaroo River Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Groups (9) established 

11/11/19 Catastrophic Fire Danger forecast for Greater Sydney, Greater Hunter, Shoalhaven/Illawarra 

16/11/19 Kangaroo Valley Volunteer Rural Fire Brigade (KVVRFB) Get Ready Day – well attended 

27/11/19 Ignition of Currowan fire approximately 90 km from Kangaroo Valley village 

28/12/19 Emergency Public Meeting held in the KV Village Hall with presentations and discussion led by RFS 

c. 1/1/2020  Currowan Fire reaches districts on the south bank of the Shoalhaven River 

3/1/2020 KV Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Coordinators gather stay-and-defend data and pass this to KVVRFB 

4/1/2020 Currowan Fire Impacts Budgong and western parts of Kangaroo Valley 

7/1/2020 KV “Drop In Centre” is established as a community led emergency recovery centre staffed by volunteers 

16/1/2020,  KV Recovery Public Meeting in Village Hall (organised by the Drop In Centre) 

23/1/2020 Threat from Bundanoon Creek Fire escalated. Dust storm hits eastern NSW including Kangaroo Valley 

9/3/2020 Shoalhaven City Council KV Recovery Meeting, Kangaroo Valley Hall 

March 2020 Demolition crews start clearing destroyed homes and buildings in KV 

9/3/2020 First KV Recovery Meeting in KV Village Hall. Presentations by Mayor, CEO of Shoalhaven City Council (SCC), RFS, 

Local Emergency Operations Controller (LEOCON), Shoalhaven Recovery Coordinator, etc. 

Late Feb 2020 First non-residential ‘bushfire affected’ Development Applications (DA) received and approved by SCC 

Early Mar 2020 Arrival of BlazeAid to support in Kangaroo Valley community, particularly installation of fencing 

March 2020 KV Drop In Centre closes due to COVID-19 restrictions 

March 2020 First NSW-wide COVID-19 Lockdown 

Apr 2020 First DAs received and approved by SCC for ‘bushfire affected’ dwellings 

16/4/2020 Deadline for applications by KV residents and businesses to Drop In Centre for grants from donations fund 

June 2020 BlazeAid teams leave KV 

20/10/2020 Bushfire Recovery Roadshow – Kangaroo Valley Volunteer Rural Fire Brigade station. 
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Figure 4-3. Schematic of many of the key stakeholders and organisations influencing bushfire resilience of the Kangaroo Valley community. 

(Note: this is intended as an indicative summary of stakeholders relevant to the present study, not an exhaustive list).
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The schematic overview provided in Figure 4-3 shows some of the community groups, and 

government and non-government agencies that were found to be important in the preparation, 

response and recovery of the Kangaroo Valley Community in regards to bushfire resilience 

generally, and to preparations for and responses specifically to the Currowan Fire.  

We would like to again acknowledge the important role played by the Kangaroo Valley Volunteer 

Rural Fire Brigade (KVVRFB) as a local organization that has been at the centre of bushfire 

resilience-building activities in Kangaroo Valley for many decades. Together with members of 

other local Rural Fire Brigades, such as the Beaumont Volunteer Rural Fire Brigade (BVRFB) 

located just east of Kangaroo Valley, they have provided immense support over several decades and 

worked tirelessly over the course of the Black Summer fires.   

The operations of emergency services organizations such as the NSW Rural Fire Service (RFS) and 

the State Emergency Service (SES) were, however, outside the scope of this project; the main focus 

of which was on identifying and understanding community-led activities. 

The following sections outline the genesis and development of three community-led bushfire 

resilience initiatives in Kangaroo Valley. 

4.2 Kangaroo Valley Community Bushfire Committee 

As outlined in Section 4.1, the local police officer and KVVRFB organised a public Bush Fire 

Awareness and Preparation Meeting on 10th September 2018 (see Figure 4-4, and also a report on 

the meeting in Appendix 5: Valley Voice articles, p. 95). Over 150 people attended, reflecting the 

high level of community concern regarding the upcoming 2018/2019 fire season. The meeting 

markedly raised community awareness of bushfire threats and galvanised support for a community-

wide effort to improve bushfire awareness and resilience.  

 
Figure 4-4. Bush Fire Awareness and Preparation Meeting in the KV Village Hall 10/09/2018 (photo – Mike Gorman). 

Subsequently the first meeting of a discussion group/committee was held on 22nd October 2018, 

with the overall aim of developing a community bushfire plan for the Kangaroo Valley community. 

A wide range of issues and concerns were canvassed including: perceived lack of awareness, 

planning and preparation of many KV households regarding bushfires; issues with large numbers of 

tourists/visitors in KV during bushfire danger periods; lack of signage regarding bushfire danger in 
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the area; potential evacuation advice and actions; potential development of a register of residents’ 

leave-or-stay intentions in the event of a bushfire; vulnerable members of the community; potential 

impact of bushfires on businesses, agriculture, stock, etc. 

4.2.1 Purpose and Objectives of the KVCBC 

Over the course of its first year the group operated under the title of the Kangaroo Valley Bush Fire 

Planning Committee and undertook a wide range of activities, before adopting the title of the 

Kangaroo Valley Community Bushfire Committee (KVCBC).  The main focus of the KVCBC was 

in building community resilience to bushfires, and formal Terms of Reference (TOR) were 

developed and adopted, which included the following specifics around the role and scope of the 

KVCBC.  

Purpose: To help the Kangaroo Valley Community to be more aware of and better prepared for 

bushfires. 

Goals and Functions: 

1. Raise awareness of bushfire risk in Kangaroo Valley and help the community become more 

bushfire aware with the latest information;  

2. Help change the mindset of the community regarding bushfires from one of ‘response and 

recovery’ towards one of ‘preparation and mitigation’;  

3. Help the community with bushfire preparation and mitigation planning; 

4. Ensure that local solutions are tailored and known to localities and neighbourhoods within 

Kangaroo Valley through local community-based bushfire planning; and 

5. Engage with relevant government agencies regarding preparation of infrastructure and other 

steps to be taken for effective bushfire preparation and mitigation.   

To achieve these goals the Terms of Reference of the Committee set out the following activities: 

a)  Work with the community in implementing a four-tiered bushfire planning process as follows: 

Individual Bushfire Survival Plans, Neighbourhood Plans, Locality Plans and the Kangaroo 

Valley Community Bushfire Action Plan; 

b)  Encourage and provide information to help households and businesses throughout the Valley 

prepare Individual Bushfire Survival Plans; 

c)  Encourage and support identified localities and neighbourhoods to organise and prepare 

Locality and Neighbourhood Plans respectively (Localities and Neighbourhoods are identified 

in other documents);   

d)  Prepare a Kangaroo Valley Community Bushfire Action Plan, referencing the various 

Locality and Neighbourhood Plans with special attention to possible bushfire scenarios and 

needs of the Kangaroo Valley Village and the Valley as a whole (see also Section ); 

e)  Consult and work with, as necessary, all levels of the NSW Rural Fire Service (RFS) as well 

as other individuals and NSW or national bodies or groups with relevant expertise; and   

f)  Ensure that the Committee’s work accords with and supports published RFS material and 

other relevant material such as the National Disaster Resilience Strategy, 2009 Victorian 

Royal Commission, NSW State Emergency Management Plan and other relevant government 

reports and emergency management plans.   
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4.2.2 Key activities 

Since the genesis of Kangaroo Valley Community Bushfire Committee in September 2018, 

members have undertaken a range of activities including:  

i. An analysis of bushfire plans for the local government area, which determined that these 

were too general to address the specific geography, community needs and local 

infrastructure/assets of Kangaroo Valley. KVCBC then developed a discussion paper 

identifying specific vulnerabilities to critical infrastructure, and began discussions with local 

government and emergency management organisations, including the RFS, to advocate for 

changes to local disaster plans. These efforts created new networks of information sharing 

between the community, local government, and emergency services.  

ii. Drawing on models developed in other bushfire-prone regions, KVCBC also advocated for a 

four-level approach to community organisation in Kangaroo Valley, namely: i) individual 

households, ii) neighbourhoods, iii) larger localities, and iv) community-wide level. 

iii. Provision of information to authorities and other stakeholders on protection of important 

assets and other actions required to improve the resilience of the Kangaroo Valley 

community in the event of future bushfires including the following issues, by way of 

example: 

a. The need for a bushfire protection plan for Hampden Bridge 

b. Adequacy of the town water supply in the event of a fire 

c. Protection of the Kangaroo Valley electrical substation on Mt Scanzi Road. 

iv. Encouragement and support for individuals, households and organizations to prepare their 

bushfire plans using RFS as a source of information and guidance. 

v. Communication of the committee’s activities to the Kangaroo Valley community, e.g. 

through articles in the Valley Voice monthly community newspaper (e.g. see Appendix 5: 

Valley Voice articles). 

vi. Advocacy with respect to community bushfire issues with representatives of local and state 

government and associated agencies. 

vii. Development of submissions to bushfire inquiries and reviews. 

4.2.3 KVCBC Bushfire Preparedness Mapping Project  

The maps developed by many of the Kangaroo Valley Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Groups in 

the lead up to the Currowan fire, and which were shared with emergency service personnel, were 

seen to be very valuable resources by residents. At that time the development of the maps was 

somewhat ad hoc, some using screen shots of the NSW Spatial Information eXchange (SIX) Maps 

on-line topographical maps as the basis of their geospatial information, for example. 

In 2021 a small group of KVCBC and community members decided to embark on a project to 

develop a much more sophisticated mapping resource covering the whole of the Kangaroo Valley 

area and using Google maps as the primary source of geospatial information. The overall aim of the 

project was to generate an electronic map of the Kangaroo Valley area, showing property 

boundaries grouped into Localities and Neighbourhoods together with details of various items such 

as hydrants, static water supplies, community assets and risks.  

The map was envisaged as a resource that could be used by both the community and emergency 

personnel, such as the KVVRFB, to aid in preparing for and responding to future bushfires and 

other emergencies. Types of information recorded on various ‘layers’ of the map include: i) 

boundaries of neighbourhoods and properties; ii) hydrants; iii) static water supplies (larger than a 
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given threshold volume); iv) a range of assets such as the location of a neighbourhood safer place, 

various items of important infrastructure (power station, bridges, water processing facilities, 

medical facilities, etc). It was also designed to eventually permit the input of data by neighbourhood 

coordinators and/or residents. 

At the time of writing the development of this resource is ongoing with input from and 

collaboration with KVVRFB and other stakeholders. A screenshot of a pilot version of the KVCBC 

Bushfire Preparedness Map is shown in Figure 4-5. This community-led mapping initiative has 

parallels with other bushfire preparedness ‘participatory mapping’ activities elsewhere, such as the 

series of workshops run in Tasmania as described by Haworth et al. (Haworth, Whittaker, & Bruce, 

2016).   

 
Figure 4-5. Screenshot of a pilot version of the online KVCBC Bushfire Preparedness Map showing example of: 

boundaries of properties, neighbourhoods and localities; hydrants (tap icon); static water sources (ripple icon); 

infrastructure and other assets ($ icon); hazards (∆). 

4.2.4 Challenges and future activities 

In developing a volunteer-run community group such as KVCBC, there are several important issues 

to address, including: 

1. Clearly defining accountabilities and communication pathways between the KVCBC, 

government (including local and state government) and official emergency management 

bodies was not a simple task. Within the ‘shared responsibility’ model of emergency 

management, responsibilities are often ill-defined, potentially leading to confusion over roles, 

unresponsiveness between parties, and conflict.  

2. Feedback from KVCBC members indicates that one of the key challenges for government 

agencies, and communities, is the need for development and implementation of clear and 

collaborative pathways and tools. This will enable community-led initiatives, such as 

bushfire-ready neighbourhoods and committees, to co-design local initiatives that effectively 
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integrate with local emergency services and local government operations and utilise 

significant community knowledge, resources and motivations to build community bushfire 

resilience. 

3. The volunteer nature of community organisations such as KVCBC means they face 

challenges that government-funded agencies are less likely to face. This includes safeguarding 

the long-term viability of the group. As committee members move away from the region or 

step down from their roles, succession plans are necessary to ensure the group’s work will 

continue. 

4. Equally, such groups are dependent on the presence of community members with appropriate 

skills, and with the capacity to devote substantial time to the group. This may not always be 

possible in Kangaroo Valley or other communities. 

At the time of writing the KVCBC are in the process of becoming an incorporated association under 

the Associations Incorporation Act 2009. The committee also decided to broaden its focus to 

disasters in general, informed in part by recent severe impacts of a prolonged La Nina climatic 

event resulting in major flooding in multiple communities in NSW, including Kangaroo Valley. 

KVCBC have also added recovery planning to their previous focus on mitigation, preparation and 

response. 

4.3 Kangaroo Valley Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Network 

This initiative proved to be very important in the lead up to the Currowan Fire, and more broadly in 

developing resilience to future emergencies and disasters. This section outlines the development 

and activities of the Bushfire Ready groups across the Kangaroo Valley area.  

4.3.1 Upper Kangaroo River Bushfire Ready Neighbourhoods 

The process by which the first neighbourhood groups were set up is outlined below:  

1. Following the Public Meeting Held by KVVRFB in KV Village Hall in September 2018, an 

Upper Kangaroo River (UKR) Community Meeting was held at the UKR Hall in December 

2018.  

2. This meeting was organised for the Upper Kangaroo River community on behalf of the UKR 

Progress Association by a local resident. Approximately 75 residents attended, equivalent to 

about 25% of residents living in the locality. The meeting was briefed by the KVVRFB 

captain and discussions were had as to the best way to develop community resilience through 

neighbourhood networks. 

3. Nine neighbourhood groups were established, each with a coordinator and in some cases a 

deputy coordinator.   

4. Further meetings of neighbourhood groups were held to determine the boundaries of each 

neighbourhood (e.g. with respect to streets, social networks, etc). Ideas were also shared on 

how best to develop household Bushfire Survival Plans. The overall coordinator for the Upper 

Kangaroo River ‘locality’ attended all of the initial neighbourhood meetings. 

It should be noted that, like many communities in the Kangaroo Valley area, the Upper Kangaroo 

River community has only one road for access, which might become impassable (as was the case 

for several weeks during the floods/landslides of March/April 2022).  

In parallel with the overall community bushfire plan being developed by members of the KVCBC, 

the Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Network of nine groups in the Upper Kangaroo River locality 



    

Building Community Resilience to Bushfires: A Case Study of Kangaroo Valley 38 

also started work on an overall Upper Kangaroo River Community Bushfire Plan in January 2019.  

This was approved by coordinators and then launched in the Upper Kangaroo River Hall on 9th 

October 2019.  Some of the key elements of this bushfire plan included: 

a) Development of Household Bushfire Survival Plans was strongly encouraged and 

facilitated, for example by sharing specific examples of Bushfire Survival Plans developed 

by knowledgeable residents of Kangaroo Valley. This was later described by one resident as 

having “dramatically helped people get over the line of developing their own bushfire plan”.  

b) The community bushfire plan set out the idea of an ‘integrated hierarchy’ of bushfire 

planning at a number of levels: 

a. Level 1 - Individual Bushfire Survival Plans 

b. Level 2 - Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood plans 

c. Level 3 - Locality Bushfire plans (i.e. in this case for Upper Kangaroo River) 

d. Level 4 - A Kangaroo Valley Community Bushfire Plan  

e. Level 5 - Shoalhaven Bush Fire Risk Management Plan (BFRMP) 

f. Level 6 - NSW State Bushfire Plan. 

c) Maps of neighbourhoods were developed with information including the location of 

residences, water sources for firefighting, etc. 

d) In terms of communications between households a ‘WhatsApp’ group was formed to cover 

each of the nine neighbourhoods.  

e) Given the lack of mobile phone reception in the area, all Upper Kangaroo River 

neighbourhood coordinators purchased their own UHF/CB Radios to ensure that 

communications between groups could be maintained in the event of power and/or 

telecommunications failures. Instructions/protocols for the use of these CB radios was 

provided in the UKR Community Bushfire Plan. 

4.3.2 Other Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Groups Established Prior to Currowan Fire 

In the weeks and days leading up to the arrival of the Currowan Fire, a number of other Bushfire 

Ready Neighbourhood Groups were convened.  

Very many, if not all, of the Bushfire Ready neighbourhood groups met in the lead up to the arrival 

of the Currowan Fire to discuss issues such: as finalising household bushfire survival plans; 

receiving specific advice for their locality from members of KVVRFB; and to record the intentions 

of residents in terms of those that planned to evacuate and those that intended to ‘stay and defend’ 

in the event of the fire impacting KV. 

Not all groups adopted WhatsApp as a method of communication with some groups choosing to 

rely primarily on email and phone contact. 

During the week immediately prior to the arrival of the Currowan Fire an intense effort was made 

by the overall coordinator of the neighbourhoods, with the assistance with the neighbourhood 

coordinators, to assemble a comprehensive list of the intentions of all the residents in areas of the 

Valley covered by neighbourhood groups. 

In particular, confidential lists of those households who were intending to stay and defend were 

provided to the KVVRFB so that fire crews and other emergency personnel would be aware of the 

intentions of such people to stay and defend rather than evacuate. Data from this activity is explored 

in more detail in Section 5.4. 
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4.3.3 Further development of the Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Network Post Currowan Fire  

Shortly after the Currowan Fire a number of other Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Groups were 

formed, so that by late-January 2020 neighbourhood groups had also been established in the 

following localities (number of groups in parentheses):  Jacks Corner Road (3), Wattamolla (5), 

Tallowa (3). 

Over the course of 2020 and 2021 the KV-wide Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Network became 

more formalised. From a meeting of coordinators in September 2020 a very useful document was 

developed covering coordinator roles and setting up neighbourhood groups (see Appendix 3: Notes 

on KV Bushfire Ready Network Coordinator Role and Setting up a Neighbourhood Group).  

By September 2021 the Kangaroo Valley Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Network featured:  

1. Jointly coordinated by two Kangaroo Valley residents;  

2. A total of 31 Bushfire Ready neighbourhoods, each comprising 10 or so households, were 

active/organised across the following six larger localities (number of groups in parentheses): 

1. Barrengarry (2); Brogers Creek (1); Green Valley (1); Kangaroo Valley (9); Upper 

Kangaroo River (9); Wattamolla (9); and  

3. The coordinators believed a further total of approximately 20 other neighbourhoods in KV 

might potentially be established in the future. 

4. It should be noted that not all neighbourhood groups developed neighbourhood bushfire plans 

that were as detailed as those of the Upper Kangaroo River area.  

5. Coordinators reported that there was generally a high participation rate within 

neighbourhoods, with only a small minority of households not engaging and/or not providing 

information on intentions, etc. 

6. There was some feedback from interviewees that the neighbourhood network model might 

need to be implemented slightly different in other geographic and community types (e.g. 

coastal or village settlements, quarter-acre blocks, or peri-urban like Kangaroo Valley). 

4.4 Kangaroo Valley Bushfire Recovery Association and Drop In Centre 

In the immediate aftermath of the impact of the Currowan Fire on Kangaroo Valley, a community-

led bushfire emergency response group was established and was operating within three days.  This 

was known as the “Drop In Centre”, and volunteers for this organization quickly established 

support for many of those affected by the fire, including those whose homes had been destroyed. 

A community-led response was critically important to how many residents coped through this 

period. One local resident established an online GoFundMe campaign to ‘buy a beer’ for KVVRFB 

volunteers in appreciation of their work through the disaster. This initial fundraising effort raised 

over $10,000 in just two days, far more than was needed to buy beers, so it was repurposed to 

establish a ‘one stop shop’ Drop In Centre to help meet the needs of the community. When the 

GoFundMe campaign closed on Australia Day (26th January) 2020, it had raised a total of $44,023. 

Half of this was donated to the KVVRFB, and a quarter each to the Beaumont Volunteer Rural Fire 

Brigade (BRFB) and to Kangaroo Valley Bushfire Recovery. 

Within a matter of three days, the centre was set-up in an empty shopfront in the main street. 

Through the hard work of local volunteers, it was quickly able to help survivors locate places to 

stay, contact their insurers and banks, and apply for funds from charities and government sources, 
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amongst many other important initiatives. It was also a place to share experiences with other 

residents and to gain emotional support through community connections.  

Given the significant financial and other support that was flowing in from the community, 

government and other agencies, together with the responsibilities that came with carrying out the 

tasks in play, the volunteers formalised the organic process of developing the Drop In Centre 

through the establishment of an incorporated association. This was named the Kangaroo Valley 

Bushfire Recovery (KVBR) Incorporated Association and was formally registered with the NSW 

Department of Fair Trading within six weeks of the arrival of the Currowan Fire on 14th February 

2020. 

4.4.1 Purpose and Objectives of the KVBR 

In the articles of association of the Kangaroo Valley Bushfire Recovery Incorporated Association 

the “Objects” were to: 

 Assist the Kangaroo Valley community to recover from the impact of 2020 bushfires. 

 Build future capability and resilience of the community to manage bushfires. 

The purpose of the organisation was defined as: 

“To provide relief and ongoing support to those affected by the bushfires, including residents, 

landholders, small businesses, primary producers and other affected parties within the community 

of Kangaroo Valley.  

We will do this, in consultation with community representatives, through community service 

activities that may include, but not be limited to, providing: 

 Tactical and practical advice about clean up, recovery and renewal 

 Support for community mental health and resilience programs 

 Support for small business coaching and assistance 

 Cash grants for specific community activities approved by the committee 

 Running or supporting fundraising or community events 

 Pursuing government and philanthropic grants  

 Supporting the local Kangaroo Valley and Beaumont RFS brigades.” 

It was also stated ‘… that the Kangaroo Valley Bushfire Recovery Incorporated Association will be 

active for a period of no more than two years’. 

KVBR operated with an executive committee of 5 members and although the membership of the 

association was limited in numbers it was extremely effective in delivering timely support for the 

community, while other state and local government agencies were unable to respond quickly due to 

the scale of the impact across multiple communities.  

The Drop In Centre was widely praised by participants in our research. It offers a powerful example 

of how individuals with the time, skills, and willingness to support their community can make a 

substantial difference post-disaster. Further details of the operation of the Drop In Centre in the 

immediate aftermath of the Currowan Fire are provided in Section 6.2. 
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5 Households: Preparation, Emergency Response 

and Recovery 
In this section we explore how residents in Kangaroo Valley households prepared, responded to and 

recovered from the Currowan Fire using the information gained the our interviews with residents. 

Further details of our findings can be found in our nine Bushfire Research Briefs, which act as 

companion documents to this report. The Bushfire Research Briefs that are most relevant to this 

section are: i. Community Connections, ii. Recovery After Bushfire, iii. Preparation and Recovery 

in a Changing Environment, iv. Leave or Stay Decision Making, v. Home Retrofits and Preparation, 

vi. Preparing for Bushfire: Motivations and Information Sources, vii. Reconstruction: Planning 

Insurance and Design. A full list of the Bushfire Research Briefs may be found in Appendix 1: 

Bushfire Research Briefs (p. 88). Some of the key findings and contents of these documents are 

summarised below. 

5.1 Community Connections 

Past research has shown that cohesive communities, with well-established communication and 

cooperation networks, are often better prepared for bushfires and have the capacity to bounce back 

more quickly after disaster. Such communities are less reliant on external support, are better able to 

share knowledge, encourage and facilitate preparation activities more effectively, and are more 

supportive of each other during challenging recovery processes.  

 
Figure 5-1. Phases of the bushfire/disaster cycle, and examples of actions taken. 

Through the interviews conducted for this project, it became clear that strong community 

connections operated in Kangaroo Valley across all four phases of the disaster cycle: mitigation, 
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communities, had its points of contention and communication challenges before, during, and after 

the Currowan Fire. 

5.2 Mitigation and Preparation 

Some community members had taken significant steps over many years to increase the resilience of 

their properties. For some, this began with the building of bushfire-resilient homes, often to meet 

council, National Construction Code (NCC), and RFS development requirements. For those with 

older homes, this meant undertaking retrofitting measures (see Section 5.3).   

An important step taken by a smaller number of households was to ‘Research and Rehearse’. This 

included carrying out detailed research on building materials, fire safety equipment and facilities 

(including bunkers and sprinklers), fire behaviour, and the necessary physical and mental capacity 

to stay and defend a property or to evacuate safely. Importantly, some households rehearsed, or 

role-played, how they would respond to the various stages of the impact of a fire. 

Undertaking such activities outside the fire season ensured they were done slowly and calmly, 

without the anxiety of a high-risk fire season or an approaching fire. Leading into the preparation 

phase, the knowledge and skills of these residents was frequently shared among friends and 

neighbours through formal and informal communication networks. 

Kangaroo Valley residents entered the 2019/2020 fire season on high alert, aware that the extremely 

dry conditions and hot weather were creating significant risk of fire. For many, this prompted the 

hard work of preparing properties.  

Preparation activities escalated in late November 2019 as residents became aware of the Currowan 

Fire burning south of the Valley in the Morton National Park. The fire progressed north throughout 

December, giving Kangaroo Valley residents an unusually long time to prepare for its likely impact.  

All participants in our research carried out some preparation activities on their properties, with 

many undertaking substantial work that included do-it-yourself retrofitting of their homes, clearing 

of vegetation close to homes, and installation of sprinkler systems. 

As it became increasingly clear that the Currowan fire would likely hit Kangaroo Valley, many 

residents became concerned about their ability to adequately prepare in a safe and effective manner. 

Particularly for those with no previous bushfire experience, this prompted a search for as much 

information as possible about the likely impacts of the fire and how to address them. It also 

included the search for necessary equipment, including difficulties finding fire pumps, hoses, and 

protective clothing.  

Residents drew on a range of external information sources, including internet research, news media 

reporting, and government advice.  

Advice shared via community networks was also seen as highly important, including from local 

emergency services volunteers, business owners, friends, and neighbours. Figure 5-2 traces some of 

the significant flows of information between community groups within Kangaroo Valley. Often, 

this information was converted into direct action. For example, several participants told us that their 

bushfire survival plans had been somewhat vague, or something they had discussed but never 

committed to paper. They remembered being told by local RFS volunteers, “If you don’t have a 

written plan, you don’t have a plan.”  
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Figure 5-2. Bushfire preparedness information pathways between groups in Kangaroo Valley  

(red denotes emergency management organisations). 

While the KVCBC did not advise residents on decisions to stay and defend or leave, or on specific 

preparation actions on their properties, members of the committee did share examples of their own 

bushfire survival plans. This gave some residents valuable suggestions on what should be included, 

and the granular detail that good bushfire survival plans require. 

A critically important event that 

shaped the thinking of many 

residents was the Emergency 

Bushfire held on 28th December 

2019 in the Kangaroo Valley 

Village Hall and organised by the 

RFS District Office and the 

KVVRFB (see Figure 4-1). The 

impact of this meeting is 

exemplified by the quote from one 

of our interviewees below. 

5.2.1 Challenges 

Other challenges to community connectedness and bushfire risk mitigation include: 

1. Although local community information networks were very valuable in the preparation phase, 

providing information or advice to fellow residents was also a challenging responsibility that 

carried its own stresses. Local service providers and shop owners, for example, found 

themselves unexpectedly operating as informal information hubs, being asked by anxious and, 

at times, underprepared community members or visitors to the area to advise on necessary 

actions.  

2. Some mitigation measures have the potential to cause conflict in communities. For example, 

Kangaroo Valley community members continue to hold differing views on whether adequate 

levels of hazard reduction burning had been completed before the 2019/2020 fire season.  

“I guess that [community] meeting for me personally, I 

started thinking about a lot of things, and I am no hero, 

and I have no intention of dying to protect a building. I just 

think no. I’m not dying that way to protect a building. … 

But that first meeting, even at the time you're thinking, 

"Gee, it's dry, but is it that bad?" And then you went, "Yeah, 

this is that bad. This is where we're vulnerable." Small 

town, no way out, and lots of beautiful timber, heritage 

buildings, and lots and lots of bush. So yeah, it definitely 

got me thinking. Definitely got me scared.” (Resident) 
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3. All communities are comprised of diverse groups with differing needs, agendas, or 

viewpoints. In Kangaroo Valley, for example, some participants reported tensions between 

permanent residents and ‘weekenders’. Effective communication requires managing 

connections between diverse groups that may not always agree or may not share the same 

interests. 

4. Without the direct threat of a fire, it can often be difficult to encourage people to devote time 

and resources to fire mitigation. Again, opportunities to share information and practical 

advice among the community can motivate more community members to address future fire 

risk outside the fire season. 

5.3  Home Retrofits  

A large proportion of existing houses in bushfire-prone areas within Australia were designed to 

outdated bushfire safety standards, or with no provisions for bushfire safety at all. These ‘legacy’ 

buildings often feature exposed combustible materials and other building elements that are 

vulnerable to bushfire attack. 

By upgrading, or ‘retrofitting’, existing homes, their chances of surviving future bushfires can be 

substantially improved. Such home retrofits can be an essential tool to assist efforts to build more 

bushfire-resilient communities. In fact, retrofitting can be seen as part of an ongoing and iterative 

process of preparation. As one participant in this study told us, “All the fire protection didn’t 

happen at once. We were slowly adding to that, bit by bit, as each summer got hotter and drier”. 

However it remains a challenge to motivate residents to retrofit their homes, and to empower them 

to retrofit in effective ways. 

For a house to survive a bushfire, the fire must be prevented from taking hold indoors or on the 

outer surfaces of the building. There are three primary vulnerabilities that need to be addressed: 

1. Gaps and openings that could allow airborne embers to be blown indoors, e.g. gaps under 

doors, around windows or between roof sheets/tiles, etc. 

2. Fragile building elements that could be broken by extreme winds, heat or flying debris 

during a bushfire. Examples include glass doors and windows, as well as poorly fastened 

roof sheets, fascia, etc. 

3. External building elements that can catch fire. For example: flammable timber decking or 

posts can allow flames to spread to walls and windows; timber joists/bearers under a 

suspended floor can burn through the floor; and flammable cladding can ignite, due to 

radiant heat or direct flame contact, and then set fire to other building components, such as 

eaves. 

Through on-site engineering assessments of 14 fire-impacted properties, along with in-depth 

qualitative interviews with householders, we explored how, why and when Kangaroo Valley 

residents responded to the risk of bushfire with retrofitting and other measures. From these site 

assessments the following building vulnerabilities were found to be the most common: 

1. Unprotected standard windows and doors (i.e. not toughened glass) were found on 89% of 

properties. 

2. Timber decking or timber verandah posts (79% of properties). 

3. Combustible fascia or bargeboards at the edges of roofs (63% of properties). 

4. Combustible wall cladding (47% of properties). 
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Vulnerable features that were less common (found on 15–40% of properties) included: gaps larger 

than 3 mm in walls, around doors and around steel roof sheets; unenclosed subfloor spaces with 

timber supports; and exposed plastic water pipes. 

               
Figure 5-3. Practical retrofits for ember and radiant heat/impact protection, i.e. metal mesh retrofitted over kitchen 

exhaust vent (left) and temporary steel sheets window shutters (photo Paul Cooper). 

A total of 37 buildings were assessed on the 14 properties, including houses, rented holiday 

accommodation, and auxiliary buildings such as garages, sheds and workshops. Fifteen (40.5%) of 

the buildings were destroyed by the fire, including four houses. 

Many residents recognised the elevated level of danger early in the fire season and, as the fire grew 

to the south through November and December 2019, it became increasingly apparent that Kangaroo 

Valley was at risk. This forewarning allowed residents to make plans, clear vegetation and retrofit 

buildings. Many of the residents interviewed undertook substantial works on their properties in the 

weeks leading up to the arrival of the fire. 

Approximately half of the residents interviewed retrofitted their buildings to some degree. 

Residents on 16% of properties undertook extensive retrofits, involving weeks of planning and 

work to address as many aspects of their buildings that they saw as vulnerable as possible. A further 

37% of residents upgraded one or two building elements, and many residents also installed external 

bushfire sprinklers. 

5.3.1 Experiences during/after the impact of the fire 

The lived experience of people in Kangaroo Valley brings into stark relief just how dangerous small 

vulnerabilities in a building can be. Residents from three properties described how they had 

extinguished burning verandah posts on the morning after the Currowan Fire, for example. 

One resident saved a neighbour’s house by dragging burning curtains outdoors. The curtains 

appeared to have ignited after a glass door shattered.  

Embers entered another building through a broken window but fortunately did not start an indoor 

fire, and scorch marks from embers were reported by several other residents, who found them 

indoors, on timber decks and on draught excluders under doors. 

Extremely strong wind ripped the steel fascia from one house, and radiant heat caused significant 

damage to the steel cladding of another. 
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Table 5-1. Summary of buildings assessed, and the preparations and retrofits that were undertaken. Building use 

categories: A) primary residence, B) rented holiday accommodation, and C) auxiliary building (e.g. shed, garage, etc).  

 

⚹ Sprinklers/bunker existed but were not used.       ⛨ Defended by Rural Fire Service. 

 

 
Figure 5-4. Summary of property preparation and home retrofits undertaken on the properties surveyed. 
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Figure 5-5. Scorch marks on bedding from embers that entered a modern house (which survived). 

5.3.2 Building construction standard relative to local bushfire hazard 

There was no clear correlation between the standard of construction of homes and the local bushfire 

hazard (i.e. the potential severity of bushfire that they faced).  The bushfire hazard, or Bushfire 

Attack Level (BAL), was determined by the research team using the method set out in Australian 

Standard AS 3959:2018 ‘Construction of Buildings in Bushfire-prone Areas’. The BAL is 

calculated from the proximity of buildings to unmanaged vegetation, the type of vegetation, and the 

slope of the terrain.  

Only 15% of the homes surveyed were found to meet current bushfire building regulations, and 

these were on properties with a relatively low bushfire hazard. More than half (58%) of the 

surveyed properties had buildings in locations at the highest category of bushfire hazard (BAL 

flame zone), and those buildings typically had the same vulnerabilities to bushfire attack as other, 

lower-risk, buildings. 

 
Figure 5-6. Bushfire vulnerability of buildings surveyed in Kangaroo Valley compared to the local severity of bushfire 

hazard (BAL) estimated at each site. 
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5.3.3 Challenges and Opportunities  

Even the residents who retrofitted their buildings extensively were not able to address every 

vulnerability. Unprotected windows, timber decks/verandahs, timber posts and timber 

fascia/bargeboards were often not addressed. 

One major barrier preventing wider implementation of retrofits was the relatively low level of 

knowledge amongst residents of what makes buildings vulnerable to bushfire and how those 

vulnerabilities can be addressed. All residents remembered general advice, such as that gutters 

should be blocked and filled with water. But many reported not having good knowledge of how the 

building itself could be modified to protect it from bushfire. 

Residents who did retrofit generally needed to take a personal initiative to learn about retrofit 

techniques. This involved seeking out sources of information, evaluating and synthesising advice 

from multiple sources, and interpreting how the advice applied to their specific context. 

The perceived cost and complexity of retrofits was another significant barrier. There was a common 

sentiment amongst residents that ‘you can only do so much’. While individuals choose to manage 

and accept risk in a variety of different ways, residents in bushfire-prone areas need to understand 

the risk they face and what can be done to mitigate it (e.g. retrofits) in order to make informed risk-

management decisions. Many residents in Kangaroo Valley reported making decisions around how 

much preparation was ‘enough’ by weighing up the intangible/unquantifiable reduction in risk that 

further action would achieve, against their personal impression of how complex and costly those 

further preparations would be.  

The third major barrier preventing residents from retrofitting was their limited personal capacity to 

anticipate what could be done, and to undertake the work themselves. All the residents who 

undertook extensive retrofits had some form of technical background, and had previous ‘hands on’ 

experience in building and/or modifying their houses. Residents without such experience faced a 

much more significant challenge, and typically were not able to explore ways to retrofit their homes 

independently. 

To address the large number of vulnerable ‘legacy’ buildings in bushfire-prone areas, residents need 

to be empowered to make evidence-based decisions when managing the bushfire risk on their 

property. 

The communication of appropriate guidance on how to retrofit for bushfire is clearly a key 

challenge. To overcome the three barriers identified in this Bushfire Research Brief, retrofit 

guidance needs to: 

1. Be detailed and comprehensive enough to guide a resident through the assessment of their 

building and the decisions on what retrofit actions to take; 

2. Equip the resident to estimate the risk reduction that planned retrofits would achieve, as well 

as the associated cost and complexity of work; and 

3. Cater to residents with little or no prior experience in construction techniques or materials. 

It is extremely difficult to develop simple, written sources of guidance that meet all three of these 

needs. Delivery of guidance in a more versatile way, e.g. through face-to-face conversations, could 

prove more effective. 

There are currently gaps in the scientific evidence on the effectiveness of particular bushfire 

retrofits. These gaps need to be addressed so that guidance for householders can be developed on 
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the bushfire risk reduction achieved by specific retrofit actions on their homes. For example, several 

residents in the Kangaroo Valley study asked whether external bushfire sprinklers are worth 

installing on their houses, and how to design such sprinkler systems. However, the current level of 

scientific understanding does not allow their effectiveness to be quantified, or compared to the 

effectiveness of alternative measures, such as window shutters. 

  
Figure 5-7. Temporary shutters placed over glazing/windows by Kangaroo Valley residents days before the impact of 

Currowan Fire: left fibre cement shutters (photo Mark Bugden); right corrugated steel shutters (photo Paul Cooper). 

Many of the building retrofits undertaken in Kangaroo Valley involved temporary and ad hoc 

measures, such as protecting windows with sheets of fibre cement or steel, or sarking (Figure 5-7). 

A disadvantage of some such measures is that there may not be enough forewarning before future 

fires to allow them to be installed. However, in many cases these ad hoc retrofit represent a much 

more cost-effective alternative to commercial products sold for the same purpose (e.g. bushfire-

rated window shutters). The further development these kinds of simple, inexpensive retrofits could 

facilitate much more widespread action by residents in the future. 

5.4 Leave Early versus Stay and Defend Decision Making 

A central element of household bushfire survival plans in bushfire-prone areas is the decision to 

either evacuate early before a bushfire arrives, or to stay and defend the property. 

There is no doubt that the safest option for households is to evacuate early when possible (i.e. to 

leave one or more days before a major bushfire arrives). This has been demonstrated by multiple 

previous bushfire studies and inquiries.  There is always the risk of death or serious injury if 

householders choose to stay and defend and many people have died as a result of not evacuating 

early. In addition, bushfires are becoming more frequent and increasingly intense as a result of 

many factors including global heating, as exemplified by the Black Summer Bushfires of 

2019/2020. 

Previous research also shows that houses impacted by bushfires stand a significantly higher chance 

of surviving if defended by well-prepared residents. But being ‘well-prepared’ is not easy and many 

issues need to be addressed. Just some of these issues include: that the property is truly ‘defendable’ 

(e.g. built to bushfire-resilience standards of the current National Construction Code, and that 

vegetation and other flammable hazards have been eliminated around the property), and that 

defenders have sufficient physical and mental strength and stamina to withstand extreme challenges 

that they may be forced to face (e.g. extreme temperatures for long periods).  
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Whether planning to evacuate, or to stay and defend, careful and detailed planning is extremely 

important. Bushfires can occur with little warning, and escape routes can become blocked. Bushfire 

survival plans with multiple contingencies can be more resilient to such unexpected complications 

during bushfires. 

5.4.1 Three stages of preparation 

The timing of preparation and planning for bushfires can be divided into three stages: 

Stage 1.  Early preparation conducted when there is no specific bushfire threat. 

Stage 2.  Preparation in response to a heightened level of danger, such as during a particularly dry 

summer, or when bushfires are burning in neighbouring regions. 

Stage 3.  ‘Last-minute’ preparation in response to an approaching bushfire.  

All the 33 households interviewed as participants 

in this Kangaroo Valley case study had 

established some form of bushfire survival plan 

during Stage 1, prior to the Currowan Fire. 

However, the level of detail in these plans varied 

widely, from somewhat vague intentions that 

were not written down through to thoroughly 

documented plans including multiple 

contingencies to address a range of different 

scenarios. 

The majority of preparation by households in 

Kangaroo Valley appeared to occur during Stage 2, 

as residents ramped up their preparations in response 

to the severe drought conditions and extensive 

bushfires burning in Australia from September 2019. 

By the time the Currowan Fire was approaching 

(Stage 3), all residents in the study had enacted their 

plans. 

 But bushfires can arrive with much less 

forewarning than was the case with the 

Currowan Fire’s impact on Kangaroo 

Valley. There is not always much 

opportunity to prepare in Stage 2. To 

most effectively manage the risk of 

bushfire, the majority of action should be 

taken in Stage 1, before the risk level 

becomes high. 

Some of the interviewees in this study expressed the strong view that prior to the fire many people 

did not know what it really meant to stay and defend a home. 

“[a local RFS member] … gave us an example of 

their fire plan, which was ... holy moly. Like ours 

was literally four words per column, and theirs 

was like five pages or something like that, or 

four pages of really detailed stuff on all these 

different scenarios. And we've got that at the 

fire meeting, and that made us go, "Okay, we 

haven't talked about this. We thought we had."”  

(Resident) 

“So yeah, the fire plan, when we sat down 

and we really, really went through it, that 

made me feel a lot better, because it just 

ripped away all those decisions that you'd 

suddenly have to make at the time, and 

we'd made them in advance.” (Resident) 

 “I think a lot of people don’t really know what being 

prepared means and they don’t really know what a 

defendable house is. I think that’s a dangerous gap in 

people’s knowledge. People don’t really know what it 

means to have a defendable house and to be prepared 

yourself. I don’t think we were going to stay anyway. I 

think we just thought it’s not worth losing your life 

through it. So we decided to leave.” (Resident) 
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5.4.2 How bushfire survival plans translated to actions 

As shown in Figure 5-8, the majority (55%) 

of households interviewed had bushfire 

survival plans that included the intention to 

evacuate early before the arrival of a future 

bushfire. All these households did evacuate 

in the lead up to the Currowan Fire, 

typically leaving some days before it arrived 

in Kangaroo Valley. 

A smaller proportion of interviewees (39% 

of all interviewees) had planned to stay and 

defend their properties in the event of a 

bushfire. However, some of this ‘stay and 

defend’ sub-group changed their plans in the 

weeks preceding the Currowan bushfire and 

eventually evacuated early, because they 

perceived that conditions were abnormally 

severe and decided that staying would be too 

dangerous (i.e. 12% of all households 

interviewed). 

 

Figure 5-8. Comparison of household intentions in bushfire 

survival plans of interviewees compared with their actions 

taken immediately prior to the impact of the Currowan Fire. 

One additional household planned to stay and 

defend but ended up evacuating late, under 

extremely challenging circumstances. The 

remaining households in the original ‘stay and 

defend’ sub-group did not alter their plans, and 

stayed to defend their properties (i.e. 24% of all 

households interviewed). Several households 

interviewed in the study (6%) had plans that kept 

both options open. These residents all ended up 

evacuating within several hours of the Currowan 

Fire’s arrival. Previous research shows that this 

strategy of leaving late is very risky. 

Some residents with properties considered to be well-prepared for bushfire provided shelter to 

neighbours through the emergency response phase. In some circumstances, this was a planned part 

of bushfire household survival plans. In others, this was a last-minute decision in response to 

changing conditions. 

5.4.3 Intentions data collected by Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Groups 

In the days prior to the impact of the Currowan Fire on Kangaroo Valley on January 4th, 2020, 

coordinators of the Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Groups network collected valuable information 

on the intentions of individual households across Kangaroo Valley, which was then passed to the 

Kangaroo Valley Volunteer Rural Fire Brigade (KVVRFB).  

Original
Plan

39%
24%

6 %6 %

55% 55%

Final
Action

12%

3 %

Left late

“… so I did think, initially, that we could 

possibly stay and defend, and I had a plan of 

how I was going to do it. But it was mostly in 

my head, I've got to say. … But no, this time 

we had decided that we were going to leave 

early. And that was the plan. And then we 

did. We acted on that. And we left, easily two 

days before the threat. A lot of other people 

left it until the last minute, but we left really 

quite early, and made sure that we were out 

of the way.” (Resident) 
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Figure 5-9. Intentions of households across Kangaroo Valley as collected by coordinators of the Bushfire Ready 

Neighbourhood Groups immediately prior to the impact of the Currowan Fire. Note that ‘Stay and defend’ includes 

those households in which at least one member stayed. 

The data on household intentions gathered from our in-depth interviews with residents and data 

collected by coordinators of Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood groups across much of Kangaroo 

Valley immediately prior to the arrival fire are shown in Table 5-2.  

Table 5-2. Household leave early versus stay and defend intentions. Intentions provided i) to Kangaroo Valley Bushfire 

Ready Coordinators prior to the Currowan Fire arrival; ii) by our interviewees, and iii)  Actual actions shortly before 

the arrival of the Currowan Fire reported by interviewees. 

Household leave versus stay intentions Leave 
Early 

Stay & 
defend 

Unsure Left 
late 

Data of intentions provided to Neighbourhood Coordinators 72 % 24 % 4 %  

Original intentions of interviewees prior to 2019/2020 fire season 55 % 39 % 6 %  

Actual actions of interviewees immediately prior to fire arrival 67 % 24 %  9 % 

 

Some key findings and points of note include: 

1. Many households whose intentions prior to the bushfire season were to ‘stay and defend’ 

changed their minds over the course of weeks/months to ‘leave early’. This was likely due to 

a combination of factors that heightened the awareness and motivations of residents to 

develop firm bushfire survival plans such as: 

a. The relatively long period of warning of the intensifying risk of bushfire impact and 

the high likelihood that the Currowan Fire would hit the community. 

b. The emergency bushfire public community meeting at KV village hall addressed by 

senior RFS personnel a week before the fire arrived. 

c. Efforts by members of KVVRFB to inform residents of the need to prepare. 

d. Activities of the KV Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Groups Network.  

2. Despite the factors above that would motivate good decision making, a significant proportion 

(9 %) of households in our interview group still ‘left late’, i.e. in the hours (and sometimes 

minutes) leading up to the arrival of the fire. This represents very risky decision-making. 

24%

72%

4%
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3. The data gathered by the bushfire ready group coordinators is significant, and possibly 

unique, in that it was gathered during the lead up (i.e. the last few days or hours) to the arrival 

of the Currowan Fire rather than gathered from interviews or surveys many weeks or months 

after the fire, as has been the case in other studies. (However, it should be noted that this 

information was not gathered directly from residents by our research team). 

5.4.4 Geographic Variation in Stay versus Leave intentions  

The coordinators of the overall KV Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Group Network shared with our 

research team the data collected from neighbourhood groups in the hours and days immediately 

prior to the impact of the Currowan Fire. This data was collected from a total of approximately 400 

homes, representing 83% of homes covered by the neighbourhood network in Kangaroo Valley.  

We have analysed/classified this information with respect to resident intentions to evacuate versus 

stay and defend across different neighbourhoods and localities, particularly with respect to 

neighbourhoods directly impacted by the fire in the more western areas of Kangaroo Valley (see 

Figure 5-10). 

 
Figure 5-10. Percentage of households that reported intentions prior to the arrival of the Currowan Fire to Bushfire 

Ready Neighbourhood Group coordinators which intended to ‘stay and defend’, in different localities across Kangaroo 

Valley. * Asterisks indicate localities directly impacted by the fire. 

Some important findings in respect of the proportion of households that intended not to evacuate 

but to ‘stay and defend’ in neighbourhoods that were eventually directly impacted by the bushfire 

included: 

a) The fraction of households who provided information to the coordinators of these fire-

affected neighbourhoods and who, prior to the fire, intended to stay was approximately the 

same as for Kangaroo Valley as a whole, i.e. 24% of households intended to stay.   

b) However, there were no households in these fire-impacted neighbourhoods who reported as 

being ‘unsure’ of their intentions, as opposed to 4% of households in the entire area. 

c) In the fire-affected neighbourhoods it is estimated from the data collected by coordinators 

that the fraction of households in these neighbourhoods where one or more persons actually 

stayed was 9%. (Note that this actually stayed information was not collected in 

neighbourhoods that were not fire-impacted). Thus, approximately one-third of households 
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the fire-affected neighbourhoods that intended to stay in the lead up to the fire eventually 

changed their minds and left before its arrival. 

It should also be noted that there were a number of people in Kangaroo Valley for whom evacuation 

was not seen as a feasible option. This is exemplified by the local dairy farmers and other 

businesses with large numbers of stock that could not practically be transported elsewhere. 

5.4.5 Comparison with other studies of intentions 

One important finding is that appears that the proportion of households that were uncertain as to 

whether to leave or in Kangaroo Valley before the arrival of the Currowan Fire was lower than that 

reported for many previous fires. For example, an in-depth analysis of responses to a survey, with 

1314 respondents, conducted in a number of regions in the aftermath of the Black Saturday 

Bushfires found that “more than one-quarter of survey respondents (26%) were effectively 

undecided” in their intentions prior to the arrival of the fires on 7th February 2009 (Whittaker , 

Haynes, Handmer, & McLennan, 2013). Similarly, in another survey following the Black Saturday 

fires that examined householder intentions with respect to a hypothetical bushfire scenario, of the 

584 respondents 29% intended to wait and see what developed before making a final decision to 

leave or stay and defend (McLennan, Elliot, & Beatson, 2013). 

Given that the percentage of Kangaroo Valley households found in this study who were undecided 

prior the arrival of the Currowan Fire, it therefore seems likely that the many efforts to increase the 

awareness of the community of the need to develop a firm bushfire survival plan had positive 

consequences for the Kangaroo Valley community. Some key examples of these efforts include the 

following.  

1. Education and awareness raising by the KVVRFB through their engagement with the 

community through channels such as ‘Get Ready’ events, public meetings, and appearances 

at the KV Show, etc.; 

2. The Bushfire Emergency Meeting held in Kangaroo Village  Hall addressed by the RFS 

Incident Controller; and 

3. The development and activities of the 

Kangaroo Valley Bushfire Ready 

Neighbourhood groups and Community 

Bushfire Committee, e.g.: 

a. Neighbourhood coordinators’ 

requests to householders to share 

their intentions to stay or leave, 

and that the knowledge this 

information was to be passed to 

the local brigade, would have 

motivated clear decision making 

by residents; 

b. Development of detailed 

neighbourhood community 

bushfire plans in some localities; 

c. Sharing of specific good examples 

of bushfire survival plans with 

households; 

 “That [neighbourhood] meeting, [my 

partner] and I said it, I don’t know how 

many times, that meeting saved countless 

lives, in our opinion.  [a local RFS member] 

went through what to expect for the fire, 

how horrifying the experience would be, 

how difficult it would be for someone to 

defend their property unless they were 

completely fully resourced and had 

everything in their favour, and even then 

they may not be able to.  He went through 

the ferocity of the fire, that it could be 1,000 

degrees Celsius, that it would be pitch black 

like night, that the roar of the fire and the 

wind would be so extreme you won’t be able 

to hear each other communicate, hence why 

you need to have everything written down 

and rehearsed.” (Resident) 
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d. Organisation of neighbourhood meetings, prior to the imminent arrival of the 

Currowan Fire, where KVVRFB volunteers provided frank and authoritative 

information to residents on the likely scenarios that would unfold for households 

if/when the Currowan Fire hit. 

 

All such activities would have helped motivate households to make a firm decision to either stay or 

leave, and likely resulted in less indecision and fewer people choosing to ‘wait and see what 

developed’. Such a ‘wait and see’ approach can lead to significantly increased of risk of death or 

injury. For example, it was found that of people that died in the Black Saturday Fires 42% delayed 

leaving, 26% intended to ‘wait and see’ before committing to a course of action and 16% waited for 

an inadequate or vague trigger (Handmer & O’Neill, 2016). 

A recent review of the ‘Wait and See’ literature (Strahan & Gilbert, 2021) has indicated that there 

have been a wide range in the fraction of households that have adopted this stance in the lead up to 

bushfires, but also noted that further research needs to be undertaken in this space. The influence of 

community-led bushfire resilience initiatives, like that in Kangaroo Valley, in reducing the number 

of ‘wait and see’ households is one important factor that should be examined in this future research. 

In terms of household decisions to stay and defend, following the Victorian Black Saturday Fires of 

2009 a study by the Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre found that “Half of the households 

represented in the interview sample reported at least one household member whose intention was to 

stay and defend” (Bushfire CRC, 2009). Whittaker et al. found that of the respondents to their 

survey “Half reported their intention to stay and defend throughout the fire (50%), whereas less 

than one-fifth (19%) intended to leave before they came under threat, i.e. ‘early’” (Whittaker , 

Haynes, Handmer, & McLennan, 2013). Whereas, in the study of a hypothetical bushfire situation 

by McLennan et al. 24% said they intended to stay and defend.  

By comparison, the results of our study indicated that overall 24% of households intended to stay 

and defend, in line with the results of McLennan et al. 

5.4.6 KV household preparations to leave early 

Residents interviewed in this study who planned to evacuate early did so very effectively. However, 

they reported several common challenges: 

1. Inconvenience, disruption and stress caused by false alarms, when they believed the fire 

would hit days before it actually did, and so either evacuated multiple times, or on just one 

occasion but very early. 

2. Challenges in finding temporary accommodation, including for pets and livestock, or a 

perception that they were inconveniencing friends and relatives who took them in. 

3. The inability to activate bushfire sprinklers or fill gutters with water immediately prior to 

the fire’s arrival when they evacuated a day or more beforehand. 

In retrospect, many residents also believed they should have taken more items of personal value 

with them when evacuating, or should have stored more items in safer places.  Although evacuating 

under relatively calm conditions several days before the fire arrived, these residents were coping 

with high temperature days and experiencing high levels of stress and anxiety. They reported 

finding the task of choosing what to take and/or store safely at such short notice very difficult. 
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Most residents interviewed who planned to evacuate early before the Currowan Fire did not have, 

or were not able to have, a ‘Plan B’ in terms of one or more alternative places of refuge or escape 

routes. However, the geography and roads of Kangaroo Valley, mean that many residents 

realistically only had one escape route available. 

5.4.7 Preparations to stay and defend 

All the interviewed residents who stayed to defend their properties believed they were well 

prepared to do so, although many had misgivings immediately prior to and during the event.  

Several check-lists have been developed by researchers and emergency services, which summarise 

the detailed and extensive preparation that should be undertaken well in advance of staying to 

defend a house from bushfire. One of these check-lists1 was used in this study as a tool to assess 

how prepared Kangaroo Valley residents were. 

Based on this check-list, the interviewed residents who defended their properties were found to be 

well prepared to do so, meeting 80-90% of the items on the check-list. Elements of their preparation 

included: 

1. Organisation and planning within the team of people intending to defend the property;  

2. Use of personal protective equipment; 

3. Getting fire-fighting equipment ready; 

4. Storing water on site for firefighting and drinking; and 

5. Addressing vulnerabilities of the property and buildings to be defended.  

Several criteria were not met by many households, including:  

a) Installation of gutter protection (e.g. gutter-guard mesh); 

b) Removal of tree branches below 2 m; 

c) Enclosure of all underfloor spaces; 

d) Storage of all flammable liquids away from the house; and  

e) Removal of all animals and livestock from the property.  

However, none of the residents reported problems having been caused directly by not addressing 

the items above. 

The great majority of interviewed residents who 

stayed to defend reported that they would likely 

choose to do so again given their experiences 

during the Currowan Fire.  

                                                 
1 Defining adequate means of residents to prepare property for protection from wildfire, by Penman, Eriksen, Blanchi, 

Chladil, Gill, Haynes, Leonard, McLennan, and Bradstock, International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction, 2013. 

“I'm not a religious person, but I certainly thought of a few religious lines while it was happening, not 

wanting to be there and to deal with it. But I was there, and I was fit. I had plenty of water, I was well 

hydrated. I had things reasonably well set up. But I must admit, I started taking my computer and hard 

drives down to the wine cellar because I wasn't sure how bad it was going to get. Because it looked like it 

was going to be a monster.” 

“There was only one stage when it was 

in the middle of this fire storm, the fire 

front, I thought, oh, maybe we made a 

bad decision here.”  (Resident) 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijdrr.2013.09.001
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Nevertheless, even well prepared residents, some with extensive previous bushfire experience, were 

surprised at the ferocity of the fire the challenges it presented for them as exemplified by the quotes 

in this section. 

Some who stayed and defended subsequently experienced long-term impacts on their mental health 

and wellbeing. This emphasises the need to consider not only physical capacity and preparedness 

when deciding whether to stay and defend, but also mental capacity to endure potentially traumatic 

experiences.2  

A small number of interviewees also described how they increased their mental preparation for 

staying and defending by ensuring they understood likely conditions through activities including 

researching the internet, watching video footage of previous fires, and by frequently rehearsing their 

bushfire plans. Reading detailed literature on household preparation and preparation of property and 

buildings was also extremely important. Several interviewees also mentioned the usefulness of Joan 

Webster’s books on bushfire safety (Webster, 2015) for their preparations. 

5.4.8 Where to evacuate to - places and issues 

An important aspect of people’s action in terms of evacuating was where they went on leaving their 

home. Of the households interviewed, 73% either stayed with friends and family in other areas of 

Southern NSW outside Kangaroo Valley or travelled to Sydney. Twenty-six per cent stayed in 

Kangaroo Valley. Of those: one household sheltered at the Kangaroo Valley Showground, which 

was a designated Neighbourhood Safer Place (NSP); one sheltered with a neighbour who had 

decided to stay and defend; one was forced to evacuate their own property at the last minute, under 

terrifying conditions, and sheltered in town.  

Another important issue is when only a fraction of a household evacuates. Such decisions are often 

fraught with difficulty, with the personal safety and capability of those choosing to stay being 

important considerations.  

Anecdotal information indicated that relatively few 

people may have used the Kangaroo Valley 

Showground as a temporary refuge on the night that 

the Currowan Fire impacted the Valley. However, 

from our interviews there was evidence that some 

people were confused as to the availability and 

facilities that would be at the Showground; and 

whether they should evacuate to the Showground, or 

go to another designated NSP or evacuation centre. 

A review of policies and practices relating to Neighbourhood Safer Places could help address such 

issues. Such a review should include consideration of how to provide clear messaging to the 

community on the facilities and access protocols applying to specific Neighbourhood Safer Places 

and evacuation centres prior to the next emergency situation. 

 

                                                 
2 Defining the importance of mental preparedness for risk communication and residents well-prepared for wildfire,  
by Eriksen and Prior, International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction, 2013. 

“So, my plan was to get out early and I made 

sure I knew where refuges were. And that, 

I've got to say, isn't the clearest thing. I was 

told various things. ... And I didn't find 

where you could go, online, to find a 

definitive answer for that. So, that's 

something I think that really isn't the best, 

but there you go.” (Resident) 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijdrr.2013.09.006
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Figure 5-11. Kangaroo Valley Showground, which was the only local designated Neighbourhood Safer Place in the 

area at the time of the Currowan Fire (photo – Paul Cooper). 

Another concern raised in the course of our research was that in relation to the Currowan Fire there 

appeared to be insufficient preparation for the needs of at least some vulnerable people in the 

community. It is important that clear protocols and lines of responsibility should be in place for 

emergency services and government welfare agencies so that when an emergency arises it is clear 

how and when vulnerable people are to be supported, e.g. in terms of their potential need to be 

evacuated and accommodated elsewhere. A review by appropriate authorities and community 

organisations of the arrangements and protocols currently in place would therefore be helpful.  

5.4.9 Opportunities for households to better prepare for future bushfires 

Experiences and events in Kangaroo Valley indicate that there are multiple opportunities for 

residents and communities to better prepare for bushfires in the future, including: 

1. Clear communication and comprehension of advice from emergency management 

authorities is key to households safely responding to the threat of bushfire. Evacuating early 

is the safest option. 

2. Active networks of Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Groups that have good links with the 

local volunteer rural fire brigade and other groups, and which form a conduit for information 

to all members of a community, are seen as being very beneficial. 

3. Residents who thoroughly prepare well before a specific bushfire threat emerges, are more 

likely to be both physically and mentally prepared, avoiding last minute risky decisions and 

actions – especially for bushfires that arrive with little forewarning.  

4. ‘Research and Rehearse’ activities are beneficial, including the following. 

a. Raising knowledge levels of households and the wider community as to what it 

would be like to experience intense bushfire conditions, including watching video 

footage of previous major fires, for example.  

b. Reading and acting upon guidance on preparation for evacuation and the challenges 

of defending. 

c. Rehearsing bushfire survival plans well in advance. 

5. Deciding whether all members of a household will evacuate or stay to defend well in 

advance of any bushfire can help avoid late evacuations, which can be very risky. 

6. Bushfire survival plans should preferably include multiple options and contingencies for 

various eventualities; in case escape routes become blocked, for example. 
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7. Ideally, bushfire survival plans should include detailed lists of items to store safely or to 

take from the property before bushfires arrive. This will help residents make quick decisions 

under pressure and avoid forgetting important items. Photos of the house, property, and 

possessions taken well before a fire arrives will represent important evidence should the 

household have to navigate the insurance claims system.  

8. Reliable technologies to automatically or remotely activate sprinkler systems immediately 

before bushfires arrive at a property would be of great assistance to some residents who 

wish to evacuate early. 

9. Ensuring that the community is provided with clear and timely information on evacuation 

centres and Neighbourhood Safer Places, e.g. their locations, when they can be used, what 

facilities will be available, whether animals and/or stock can be accommodated, etc, will 

assist household decision-making. 

5.5 Stay and Defend Experiences 

Residents of areas directly impacted by the Currowan Fire and who stayed and defended their 

properties were confronted with a terrifying landscape of flames, heat, and noise. Although some 

participants had experienced past bushfires, including as RFS members, they described the scale 

and intensity of the Currowan Fire as unlike anything they had seen before.  

These memories shared by residents highlight the importance of detailed, well-equipped, and 

frequently rehearsed planning for any householders intending to stay and defend their homes during 

a bushfire.  

The best prepared among our participants had not only 

developed their physical capacity to fight the fire, but had 

also developed their mental preparedness by familiarising 

themselves with likely fire conditions.  

Confronted with the scale of the fire, several participants 

remembered feeling uncertain about their decision to stay. 

Fortunately, despite some very close calls, none were killed 

or injured.  

The majority of participants who stayed and defended stated 

that they would make the same choice in a future fire. 

Several expressed satisfaction that their planning and 

preparedness had successfully equipped them to protect their 

homes against an extremely damaging bushfire.  

Nonetheless, several participants described ongoing negative 

impacts to their mental health and wellbeing, which 

manifested in frequent feelings of anger and tearfulness. 

Others described continued fear and anxiety triggered by the 

smell of smoke. The choice to stay and defend requires 

cognisance, not only of the threats to physical health and life 

during the fire, but of the potential longer-term impacts on 

mental health and wellbeing. 

“People need to know how much 

psychological strength you need to 

have if you’re going to stay. … Like, 

concentrate on having your hoses 

ready and your gutters blocked and 

things like that, but really what does 

it mean to be in a bushfire? Even 

with a perfectly safe bunker, what’s 

it like to face that?” 

 “But I would say this about the fire: 

In all my years I’ve never seen 

anything like that. It took me by 

surprise. I actually thought to 

myself in private, as that thing 

came up the way, this could be one 

of the worse decisions I’ve ever 

made in my life. I’m not even 

entirely sure that we’re coming out 

the other side of this one. That 

wasn’t said lightly.” (Resident) 
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5.6 Recovery  

In the first days and weeks after the Currowan Fire, many residents were dealing with the loss of 

their home or other buildings on their property. Having experienced devastating loss, survivors then 

needed to navigate a range of complex processes, including locating temporary accommodation, 

replacing important documents, contacting insurers, and applying for government assistance. 

Without electricity, phone or internet on their properties, these processes were made even more 

challenging. 

Our Bushfire Research Brief entitled “Recovery After Bushfire” provides detailed coverage of this 

phase of recovery of Kangaroo Valley households and community following the Currowan Fire. 

This is summarised in the following section. 

5.6.1 The days and weeks following the fire 

Eighteen participants lost their homes in the fire. Most were told about their loss by friends or 

neighbours before they returned home. Being confronted with the home in ruins was a devastating 

experience.  

Faced with the fire’s material impacts, some 

survivors found value in spending time with the ruins 

of their home. Fossicking for salvageable 

belongings, or simply sitting with the damaged 

space, acted as a way of processing loss and saying 

goodbye. At times, however, the ruins were too 

dangerous to be searched, and some survivors found 

being with the space too emotionally distressing. 

The destruction of home was a highly destabilising experience. Participants’ homes were filled with 

memories that provided a sense of history and identity. Their destruction in the fire created an 

uncertain present and future. Recovery journeys were made more difficult without the stability of 

home. 

For many residents, definitions of ‘home’ were not limited to a house. It also included carefully 

maintained gardens and the natural world that surrounded and merged with them. While some areas 

of the Valley remained untouched, the fire left a devastating environmental scar described by one 

participant as a ‘moonscape’ (see the Bushfire Research Brief entitled ‘Preparation and Recovery in 

a Changing Environment’). It is important to recognise the potential trauma or distress that may 

come from these losses. Witnessing and living within a much-loved landscape severely damaged by 

fire has significantly impacted the mental health and wellbeing of many Kangaroo Valley residents. 

Difficult decisions needed to be made, complex bureaucracies navigated, and hard physical work 

completed at a time when survivors often felt least able to concentrate, complete tasks, or make 

choices. Many found this work overwhelming and exhausting.  

Heavy rain and flooding just weeks after the fire added to the strain. Dams that had been dry 

through the drought were filled by the welcome rain, but were also clogged with ashy mud washed 

down from scorched hillsides.  

Some residents coped through this time by committing themselves to specific daily tasks. Small 

day-by-day achievements could be celebrated. They provided a mental and physical focus that 

countered the overwhelming requirements and immensity of rebuilding and recovery.  

“I remember I screamed when I saw the 

house had gone, I couldn't believe it. I 

guess we had a hope that somehow or 

other it wasn't true. And then when you're 

confronted with it, physically, you can't 

deny it anymore.” (Resident) 
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Experiences with insurance companies and service providers (including reconnecting electricity, 

internet, and phone lines) were extremely varied. Pleasingly, most insurance providers responded 

quickly and provided emotional as well as financial support in the days following the fire. Yet, for a 

minority of residents, problems with insurance began early and have continued over many months. 

Similarly, while electricity was re-established relatively quickly, delays with phone services caused 

substantial difficulties for many residents. 

Being without essential services exacerbated both practical difficulties and the strain on survivors’ 

mental health and wellbeing. As residents worked hard to return to the standard of life enjoyed 

before the fire, frustrating impediments sparked anger and anxiety. 

Survivors described a range of support systems that were crucial to their early recovery. These 

included the support of partners, friends, and family, who provided emotional support, as well as 

financial assistance, accommodation, and help with clearing properties. Also critical were support 

systems within the Kangaroo Valley community, including the ‘Drop In Centre’ established in the 

town’s main street, which assisted with locating accommodation and accessing services (see 

Section 6.2). Well-developed community connections, long-established in Kangaroo Valley, 

became a critical element of residents’ recovery journeys. 

Quickly accessible grants from the state government and charities removed some of the immediate 

financial pressure on survivors. Charitable donations, in particular, acted as both practical and 

emotional support, reassuring survivors that they were supported by the broader Australian 

community. Support from the NSW government also included assistance with the clearing of 

destroyed buildings. This was often a highly emotional experience, as survivors watched the ruins 

of their home taken away. One resident noted the kind and compassionate way with which their 

property was cleared. The crew who undertook the work understood that this was not simply a 

collection of rubble, but the remains of a much-loved home. 

 
Figure 5-12. Demolition team commencing post-bushfire clean-up of a fire-impacted property in Kangaroo Valley, 

April 2020 (photo – Maureen Bell). 

5.6.2 Longer term recovery 

The continued impacts of the fire on mental health and wellbeing varied substantially across the 

community. Several participants continued to seek treatment for diagnosable mental illnesses 

resulting from their experiences in the fire. Others identified enduring impacts on wellbeing as they 

continued to grieve the loss of home and/or the damage to the landscape. 
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The experiences of Kangaroo Valley residents align with past research into mental health and 

bushfire recovery. While the majority of survivors do successfully recover with time, a variety of 

triggers or setbacks are often experienced as part of this gradual process.  

The COVID-19 pandemic added to the series of compounding 

disasters of drought, bushfire as floods impacting residents and 

businesses of Kangaroo Valley. The longevity of the pandemic 

resulted in varied impacts on survivors in the Valley. Some 

described the first lockdowns in 2020 as a welcome break and an 

opportunity to breathe and take stock without interruptions. They 

noted that lockdowns did not have the same consequences for 

residents of rural properties as in heavily populated cities.  

For others, COVID-19 restrictions limited opportunities to connect with other people. One 

participant described the difficulty of not being able to hug friends and neighbours as a simple act 

of support and kindness. Others noted limitations on community gatherings, which would normally 

provide opportunities to share stories and offer or receive support. 

The impact on local businesses of the multiple/compounding was quite devastating on virtually all 

local businesses, with several unable to continue due to significantly reduced numbers of visitors to 

Kangaroo Valley. 

Support from friends, family, and community remained critical over the longer term. This support 

shifted as needs changed. Several participants described a sense that the community had been drawn 

closer together because of their shared experience with the fire. Important work by volunteer groups 

was valued by many residents. Crews from the charity BlazeAid replaced or repaired damaged 

fences on many properties. Local Landcare groups provided advice on issues like managing weeds, 

as well as working groups to assist with weeding, clearing, and replanting on impacted properties. 

5.6.3 Rebuilding  

Financial challenges meant that a minority of participants whose homes were destroyed were unable 

to rebuild post-fire. Instead, they have sold or were intending to sell their property. While all of the 

others planned to rebuild, only one participant had managed to complete and move into their new 

home by eighteen months after the fire. A range of factors affected the rebuilding process, 

including:  

1. The process of selecting or designing a new home with increased bushfire resilience. 

2. Ongoing legal battles with insurance companies. 

3. The limited availability of architects, builders, and materials. 

4. Challenging and extended development approval processes, including meeting revised 

Bushfire Attack Level (BAL) ratings and/or environmental assessments.  

“I still have some 

things that will send 

me into tears quite 

randomly, and I still 

get impacted.” 

(Resident) 
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Overcoming these hurdles had negative impacts on the mental 

health of some survivors. It was difficult to move on from the 

disaster when its impacts continue to dominate day-to-day life.  

The negative impacts of the fire on mental health have increased the 

difficulty of rebuilding. Past research has shown that bushfire 

survivors may experience depression, anxiety, and trouble focussing 

or planning. This escalates the difficulties of decision-making in 

house design, in navigating complex approval processes, or in 

coping with setbacks in rebuilding. 

Conversely, the rebuilding process provided a valuable 

focus for some survivors, as well as excitement at the 

possibilities for building back better. In these cases, 

continued sadness for what was lost sits alongside a 

sense of achievement in overcoming substantial 

obstacles and making progress towards a new home 

with increased resilience.  

Post-bushfire, the insurance experience of residents 

impacted by the Black Sumer bushfires across the 

South Coast varied in terms of level of insurance 

cover, speed, and quality of the response. Insurance 

levels ranged from fully covered for rebuilding costs, 

under-insured due to changes to BAL ratings or 

building standards, and those without any insurance. 

Anecdotally we received feedback that speed and 

responsiveness of insurance companies in assessing 

claims also varied. The two key factors reported were: 1) the level of property damage, and 2) how 

well households could document the damage and follow up their claim. According to community 

members, homes that were fully destroyed were generally processed relatively easily, while claims 

for properties with partial damage were more highly contested, which had a negative impact on 

assessment turnaround times.  

While experiences varied, most research participants in our Kangaroo Valley study were largely 

satisfied with the response from their insurance companies. Positive stories such as insurance agents 

connecting residents with emotional counselling and support, or providing unexpected upfront 

emergency payments, were more common than stories of lengthy delays in payment. Nevertheless 

many residents found dealing insurance challenging in many different ways. 

Once it came to actually rebuilding, there were a variety of approaches taken by insurers. Some 

companies would simply pay-out and leave it to the homeowner to coordinate their rebuild, while 

others would arrange the rebuild of a property using their own favoured builder. In some instances, 

this latter process appeared to work well, in other instances local tradespeople complained of 

workers being brought in from interstate to work on rebuilds that could have been done more 

efficiently with local labour, which would have also helped the economies of affected communities.  

Further details on reconstruction issues are provided in Section 7 of this report. 

 

“It's getting wearing 

because it's been too 

long, it's just been too 

long. Just desperate to 

have a house, a home.” 

(Resident) 

“… we're waiting for council approval 

on a, what's now been 104 days of 

submission. … But our mental health 

has been recovering as we're able to 

do practical things to look forward to 

the future. So the design process, the 

creative process is good. … But so we 

feel like it's come to a stop, and it 

hasn't. It'll be approved in a day or 

two, so ... We've been saying that for 

weeks, and it's like, this is the last 

hurdle that we need to get over just to 

feel like we're into the next phase of 

recovery I guess.” (Recovery) 
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6 Community: Emergency Response and 

Recovery  
After a bushfire, once the flames are extinguished, communities, households, and individuals begin 

the process of recovery. This complex and multi-faceted process, which varies in length from 

months to years, might include: the rebuilding or restoration of infrastructure and facilities; 

regrowth of the natural environment; re-establishing businesses and government services; and the 

healing of injuries to survivors’ physical and mental health and wellbeing. While often described as 

a return or ‘bouncing back’ to pre-fire life, recovery tends to transform communities and individual 

lives into something new. 

This section outlines some of the key events and issues that occurred in the immediate lead up to, 

and response to, the impact of the Currowan Fire in Kangaroo Valley with respect to the activities 

of the Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Groups the Kangaroo Valley Bushfire Recovery Drop In 

Centre. 

We also acknowledge that there was an enormous and vitally important effort made by all those 

working as volunteers and staff in the emergency services and other agencies tasked with fighting 

the fires in Kangaroo Valley and elsewhere in NSW, not least the members of the Kangaroo Valley 

and Beaumont Volunteer Rural Fire Brigades (KVVRFB and BVRFB). Given that the scope of this 

study did not cover operational matters of the emergency services we have not reported on these 

matters, but would again like to acknowledge the tremendous efforts all those involved. 

 

Figure 6-1. RFS volunteers checking on residents and properties in Kangaroo Valley 

the day after the fire (photo – Maureen Bell). 

6.1 Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Groups 

The establishment and initial activities of the Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood groups has been 

summarised in Section 4.3. In the following sections we summarise some of the specific 

information flows and activities of the groups in the lead up to and immediate aftermath of the 

Currowan Fire. 
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6.1.1 Lead up to the impact of the Currowan Fire 

The Kangaroo Valley Bushfire Ready Network played an extremely important role in the lead up to 

the impact of the Currowan fire. Some of the activities and communications included: 

1. From early December 2019, the coordinators of the network were extremely active in sharing 

updates and information with their including:  

a. Updates on the development of the Currowan Fire from various authoritative 

sources, including the latest emergency fire danger warnings from the RFS; 

b. Information from the local brigade and from numerous RFS webpages/documents as 

to preparations that residents should undertake; 

2. Convening of neighbourhood meetings following the emergency public meeting held in the 

Village Hall on 28th December 2019. Key activities included: briefings by the KVVRFB 

Community Liaison Officer and other members of the brigade; gathering contact details and 

‘evacuation versus stay and defend’ intentions of all residents in the neighbourhood; and 

updating of neighbourhood bushfire readiness maps. 

The Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Groups proved to be a valuable pathway for sharing 

information and providing support in the mitigation, preparation and response phases of the 

Currowan Fire. Neighbourhood group members were also able to communicate with each other, 

providing updated information and offering or requesting assistance. These groups not only created 

information pathways, but also assured members that they were not alone through a highly stressful 

and potentially traumatic experience. 

6.1.2 Neighbourhood groups in the aftermath of the fire 

The neighbourhood groups, particularly their coordinators, played extremely important roles in the 

immediate aftermath of the Currowan Fire in Kangaroo Valley. On the day following the fire (5th 

January 2020) virtually all residents were desperate for information on issues such as news on 

neighbours who stayed to defend, whether their own homes had survived, the fate of pets, stock and 

wildlife, etc.  

Given that the Currowan Fire had overwhelmed many agencies and communities, getting reliable, 

detailed information was extremely difficult. The Bushfire Ready neighbourhood group 

coordinators played a vital role in supplying information during the actual impact of the fire on 

Kangaroo Valley, and then during the following hours, days and weeks in the aftermath of the fire. 

Examples of the types of information coordinators conveyed to and received from their respective 

communities, in the first week alone, following the impact of the Currowan Fire included: 

1. Coordinators checked in with residents immediately after the fire to establish the welfare of 

those who stayed to defend, relayed information appropriately back to the neighbourhood. 

2. Multiple updates were given to residents who evacuated as to when they might be able to 

return to their properties. 

3. Updates on ongoing bushfires and back burning activities in the vicinity. 

4. Information on support provided by the Kangaroo Valley bushfire recovery Drop In Centre, 

particularly in regard to emergency accommodation, food and water supplies, etc. The first 

newsletter was circulated to the neighbourhoods on 7th January (see Appendix 2: KV Drop In 

Centre Newsletter of 7th January 2020 on p. 89).  

5. Dangers regarding unstable trees, power lines down, etc. in particular areas. 
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6. Problems with damage to water storage tanks for homes that were directly impacted by the 

fire, including water contamination due to high temperatures reached in metal water tanks. 

Similarly, advice for those with septic/aerobic tanks during periods with not mains electricity. 

7. Availability of generators and other infrastructure for loan. 

8. Advice from NSW Police on suspicious activity and theft in the aftermath of the fire. 

9. Availability of assistance from agencies such as NSW Agriculture and Animal Services. 

10.  Use of masks and other personal protective equipment (PPE) to avoid health impacts from 

bushfire smoke, and the availability of masks at Drop In Centre. 

11. Advice to residents on providing food and water for wildlife on their properties. 

12. Advice from KV primary school on possible impacts of the fire on children. 

13. A request for updated household evacuation vs. stay to defend intentions due to the 

Bundanoon Fire threatening on 9th January. 

14. Neighbourhood coordinators advocated strongly with Telstra on behalf of their 

neighbourhood groups, and kept residents up to date with progress (or lack of it) in restoring 

phone/internet services.  

15. Building Impact Assessment teams visiting properties and subsequent clearing of fire 

damaged properties. 

16. Delivery of water purchased by the Drop In Centre to be shared in neighbourhoods. 

As an indication of the frequency of communications from coordinators to their particular 

neighbourhoods, one coordinator for a neighbourhood that was directly impacted by the fire sent 

over 31 important emails to their group of 35 residents in the 2 weeks starting on 27th December 

2019. 

 
Figure 6-2. Bushfire-Ready Neighbourhood Planning Stall at the Kangaroo Valley Show, 

February 2020 (photo – Paul Cooper). 

Neighbourhood groups also held social events, usually some significant time after the fire, to bring 

the people together and share experiences and offer support. This was particularly important, and 
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sometimes emotional, for those neighbourhoods that had been directly impacted by the fire with 

some residents having had their homes destroyed. 

A summary of the Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Network activities was shared with the 

Kangaroo Valley community in the October 2020 edition of the Valley Voice (see Appendix 5: 

Valley Voice articles). 

6.1.3 Lessons Learned and Suggestions for the Future 

For Neighbourhood Coordinators, liaising with their Neighbourhood Groups and individual 

households was a substantial amount of work and carried a significant weight of responsibility. 

Coordinators who did not stay in Kangaroo Valley through the fire were perhaps better placed to 

manage that work, since those who stayed were extremely busy preparing, defending, and clearing 

up their own properties.  

Some the participants in our study also reported the need to better define the role of the 

Neighbourhood Coordinators well in advance of a bushfire. There was some expectation that 

coordinators would provide a level of support for vulnerable residents that was well beyond the 

intended original scope of the role, for example. The Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood Network has 

since successfully taken steps to better define the role of coordinators (see below). 

Some residents also expressed concern for neighbours who they felt were under-prepared or who 

did not have the capacity to stay-and-defend the fire even though they had stated that they intended 

to do so. While assisting neighbours to prepare and respond reflects strong community connections, 

at times this assistance may have put people at risk. This highlights the need for strong and 

comprehensive mitigation and preparation strategies across the community. 

Bushfire Ready neighbourhood coordinators met on a number of occasions to debrief on their 

experiences during and following the Currowan Fire. A summary of some of the outcomes of their 

discussions can be found in Appendix 3: Notes on KV Bushfire Ready Network Coordinator Role 

and Setting up a Neighbourhood Group.  

Other issues that came to light in the course of this study included: 

1. Neighbourhood coordinators were under significant pressure in the immediate lead and 

aftermath of the fire. Not least because they felt a responsibility for their neighbours, some of 

whom experienced significant trauma as a result of the fire. 

2. One neighbourhood coordinator shared the following in relation to their experience during the 

emergency response, “While this is definitely not the way I would have liked to learn, I think 

we will have some good outcomes for improving how to handle any future emergencies, and I 

think there is a feeling of cohesiveness amongst people.”  

3. Unlike for some previous fires, roadblocks were not set up on fire-impacted roads after the 

fire, most likely because the scale of the fires meant that the police and emergency services 

were stretched beyond previous limits. As a result many non-residents came looking at the 

devastation – in very many instance for non-altruistic reasons, and some posted photos of 

destroyed homes on Facebook and other channels. Residents who had evacuated had be 

advised that they could/should not access their properties – but some then saw their destroyed 

properties on the news, which caused significant impacts on their mental wellbeing. This is 

likely to occur in many disaster situation, and it is not clear how the neighbourhood 

coordinators might deal with this in the future; but it something to be borne in mind. 
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4. Feedback from experts on bushfire risk mitigation indicates that households have a significant 

role in reducing risk around their homes which then improves the overall of the 

neighbourhood (both in higher density and rural suburbs). Neighbourhood groups could have 

a role in raising awareness of the desirability of this approach. 

There would therefore seem to be a potential opportunity for some follow up discussion and 

training in addition, to the ideas generated from within the Kangaroo Valley neighbourhood groups, 

and potential training in dealing with situations pre- and post-bushfire for those interested. 

6.2 KV Bushfire Recovery Drop In Centre 

As described briefly in Section 4.4, the Kangaroo Valley Bushfire Recovery (KVBR) Drop In 

Centre was set-up in an empty shopfront in the main street just three days after the Currowan Fire 

impacted the community. Despite the fact that the Drop In Centre was established with virtually no 

planning prior to the fire, it was extremely successful in supporting residents and others 

significantly affected by the bushfire in the emergency response phase of the disaster. This was in 

part due to the broad skillsets and commitment of the core team of volunteers. In addition, good 

advice from members of the community and colleagues with prior post-bushfire recovery 

experience was important, including that from the coordinator of a similar community-led recovery 

centre in one of the towns hit by the 2009 Black Saturday Fires in Victoria. 

 
Figure 6-3.  The building used as the Drop In Centre, looking towards the village centre (photo - Paul Cooper). 

The scale of the impact of the bushfire on the community was unprecedented, as was the speed with 

which the volunteers responded. An example of the latter being the comprehensive first Drop In 

Centre newsletter circulated to the community through the Bushfire Ready neighbourhood network 

and other channels just 3 days after the fire (see Appendix 2: KV Drop In Centre Newsletter of 7th 

January 2020 on p. 89).  

A letter to the KV Community from the Drop In Centre coordinator dated 10th February 2020 and 

an article in the June 2020 Valley Voice (see Appendix 5: Valley Voice articles), set out some of 

the fundraising achievements of KVBR, including: 

1. The GoFundMe campaign raised $44,023 and the subsequent ‘Phoenix Fundraiser’ dinner and 

live auction held on 1st February 2020 raised approximately $65,000 for the Kangaroo Valley 

Bushfire Recovery. 
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2. Wildlife feed and materials for water stations were purchased, so that volunteers could set up 

water and feed stations within days of the arrival of the fire.  

3. The KVBR distributed over $80,000 in cash grants from various agencies to people in need 

including $61,000 distributed to residents who incurred significant loss or damage to their 

properties and a total of $19,000 distributed to small businesses in the community. 

4. Accommodation for BlazeAid volunteers was secured as a result of a $750 donation to 

KVBR. 

6.2.1 Key activities 

Some of the key activities and achievements of the KVBR included: 

1. The Drop In Centre played a vital role in organising and facilitating public meetings including 

first Kangaroo Valley bushfire recovery public meeting was held on 16th January 2020 in the 

Village Hall. This was attended by representatives of local government and other key 

agencies including the Office of Emergency Management, Disaster Welfare, Department of 

Human Services, etc. The Drop in Centre continued to facilitate/organise meetings until it 

closed due to COVID-19 restrictions in March 2020. 

2. The KV Drop In Centre assisted many residents to access appropriate support in the 

immediate aftermath of the fire, even though many government agencies and other 

institutions had been overwhelmed by the scale of the Black Summer Bushfires in southern 

NSW. Challenges for residents whose home and possessions had been destroyed included 

difficulties with lack of identity documents, etc. Drop In Centre staff played a key role in 

advocating for deeply affected/traumatised residents when dealing with insurance companies, 

banks, etc. 

3. KVBR community support activities included: providing meals/drinks for RFS, volunteers 

and displaced community members; hosting community events such as mental health events; 

organising working bees for clearing properties; delivering potable drinking water for 

properties directly impacted by the bushfire; providing goggles and masks to volunteers 

clearing impacted properties; and sourcing feed for horses and stock that survived the fire. 

4. Drop in Centre staff made important personal connections with key public servants in State 

Government departments and elsewhere, that facilitated better access to services and support 

for the KV community. 

5. The coordinator of the Drop In Centre was able to gather valuable in-kind support from a 

major company that provided three part-time staff to assist the Drop In Centre with making 

phone calls and advocating on behalf of residents with banks, insurance companies, etc. 

6. The centre actively liaised with Bushfire Ready Neighbourhood network to keep residents 

informed on many issues, e.g. when representatives would be at the Drop In Centre from 

agencies such as Centrelink, Disaster Assistance/Welfare, counsellors, Salvation Army, 

Shoalhaven Council recovery staff, Services NSW Mobile Bus,  etc. 

7. The Drop In Centre set up a roster of psychologists and counsellors to sit with residents who 

were significantly impacted by the Currowan Fire. 

8. KVBR were also successful in winning longer term funding for a program of events to 

support good mental health and recovery for a range of people in the community. This is 

important because a number of interviewees in our research project mentioned that they knew 

of Kangaroo Valley community members who have continued to experience ongoing 

challenges with their mental wellbeing as a result of the impacts of the Currowan Fire, and of 

the Black Summer fires more generally. 



    

Building Community Resilience to Bushfires: A Case Study of Kangaroo Valley 70 

One of the key objectives of the KVBR was to respond to all emergency needs immediately or 

within a couple of days, and volunteers felt that they achieved this in general, though it should be 

noted that the big exception here was the failure of Telstra to provide satisfactory or timely repair of 

telephone facilities, or provision of alternative means for residents to access phone and internet 

resources (e.g. satellite phones, which did not eventuate for most people). 

6.2.2 Lessons Learned and Suggestions for the Future 

As for most volunteers responding to disasters in Australia to date, the Drop In Centre volunteers 

were not thinking or intending that they would be involved in a community-led bushfire recovery 

centre prior to the Currowan Fire. So the development of the Drop In Centre and KVBR was fast 

moving and ‘organic’, but was nevertheless a significant success despite the lack opportunity for 

previous forward planning.  

Some of the challenges in repeating the implementation of a Drop In Centre for future bushfires, or 

other disasters, and whether this can be implemented in other communities in a similar way include: 

1. The Drop In Centre was initially established by a community member with the skills and time 

to quickly set-up and then maintain a multi-faceted disaster recovery hub, supported by a 

small number of core volunteers. Not all communities elsewhere are likely to have residents 

with these capacities. 

2. Volunteers were providing support to traumatised people, without time for training in trauma-

informed care, with potential consequences for their own mental health. 

3. Having been established quickly, there was also little time to train volunteers in some of the 

key skills needed to maximise the efficiency of the Drop In Centre (e.g. computer data entry). 

This placed added pressure on the small number core of volunteers. 

4. Community centres of this kind will require long-term use of a shopfront, community 

building, or similar space, which may not always be available.  

5. The skills and knowledge developed through successfully running the Kangaroo Valley centre 

may well be lost if key volunteers move away from the area or are not involved in future 

recovery efforts for other reasons.  

These challenges suggest that activities in the mitigation and preparation phases of disasters should 

also include planning for recovery.  

Specific community recovery and support plans should therefore be developed so that similar 

centres can be quickly established and made fully functional immediately following future disasters. 

Such plans have the opportunity to build on the success of the Kangaroo Valley Drop In Centre and 

other successful community-led recovery centres formed after recent disasters. Planning could 

include elements such as: recruitment and training of volunteers, selection and preparation of 

premises, and sharing of knowledge through robust communications strategies. Considerations that 

might be useful to address in advance include: 

1. When a community-led recovery centre is set up it needs to be led by an individual or team 

with strong community connections and/or the capacity to develop community networks, 

including identifying key stakeholders in the community, and who with the support of these 

stakeholders is be able to make informed, timely and authoritative decisions. 

2. There is a need to set in place the necessary architecture of a community-led emergency 

disaster response centre. Consideration of some of the following issues might be helpful: 
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a. Development of a position description for the coordinator of a future community-led 

recovery centre outlining the desirable capabilities of the coordinator, and 

responsibilities/scope of the role. 

b. Essential and desirable services required for the running of the community-led recovery 

centre, e.g. phones, internet, mental health support for both affected members of the 

community and volunteers at the recovery centre. 

c. Identification of and initial planning regarding supply of essential services to badly 

impacted households immediately after a bushfire or other disaster, e.g. drinking water, 

food, fuel, generators, replacement water systems, emergency shelter, feed for stock and 

wildlife, fencing, etc. 

d. Options for the physical location of a future community-led recovery centre in 

Kangaroo Valley, and in other communities, should ideally be identified and planned 

for in advance. For example, it would be helpful if Shoalhaven City Council could 

identify whether any of the facilities it manages in Kangaroo Valley or nearby would be 

suitable for a hosting community-led recovery centre for future disasters; and to come to 

a formal agreement on this so that the KV community has some certainty as to the 

location of a future emergencies. 

3. Ideally suitable volunteers for a future community-led recovery centre should be identified 

and recruited prior to the next emergency/disaster, and, if feasible, basic orientation and 

training undertaken including in providing trauma-informed care.  

Forward planning for community-led recovery centres, including identification and/or recruitment 

of key volunteers, may assist in avoiding some of the tensions and conflict that have been reported 

as arising in other communities that have been through the process of bushfire or disaster recovery. 

While some conflict and unhappiness is hard to avoid when a community is significantly impacted 

by bushfire or flooding, for example, particularly when funding and support is not received as 

quickly as the community requires or is not sufficient to meet community needs. 

6.3 Local Businesses and Other Groups  

Our research showed that residents, and the community in general, gained significant guidance and 

support from many of the local businesses and other groups operating in Kangaroo Valley in respect 

to preparing for, responding to and recovering from the Currowan Fire.  Local service providers and 

shop owners, for example, found themselves unexpectedly operating as informal information hubs, 

being asked by anxious and, at times, underprepared community members or visitors to the area to 

advise on necessary actions.  So although the local community information networks were very 

valuable in the preparation phase of the bushfire, providing information or advice to fellow 

residents was also a challenging responsibility that carried its own stresses.  

Some of these issues are detailed in the companion documents to this report, the “Bushfire Research 

Briefs” listed in Appendix 1 (page 88). 

This suggests: 

a) The continued need for greater bushfire education among bushfire-prone communities 

outside the fire season, so that residents are not anxiously trying to locate information at 

times of high-risk. 
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b) The need for greater understanding of the flows of information within communities, and 

how emergency management organisations can assist known community centres likely to 

become ad-hoc information hubs during disasters. 

 

 

 

Figure 6-4. Many local businesses were involved in providing support to the  

Kangaroo Valley community in the aftermath of the Currowan Fire. 
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7 Reconstruction and Supply Chain 
In recovering from a major bushfire, the construction industry plays an important role in both the 

immediate clean-up and recovery, as well as the longer term reconstruction of destroyed and 

damaged homes, and other infrastructure. This chapter is a relatively brief summary of our three 

“Reconstruction” Bushfire Research Briefs, which include analysis and discussion of issues such as: 

demolition/clean up processes; planning and approval processes; insurance industry response; 

building design and construction; sourcing and supply of materials; and supply chain issues (a full 

list of the Bushfire Research Briefs can be found in Appendix 1: Bushfire Research Briefs). 

The construction supply chain is known to be complex, typically made up of a fragmented network 

of interrelated stakeholders and activities, which often faces significant resourcing and cost 

challenges following natural disasters. As part of this research project, we sought to better 

understand how key aspects of the reconstruction ecosystem responded to the rebuilding 

requirements of Kangaroo Valley in particular, while also considering wider impacts across the 

NSW South Coast region, which was heavily impacted by the Black Summer Bushfires of 2019/20. 

We also investigated some of the considerable challenges facing residents who were rebuilding 

homes destroyed in the Black Summer Bushfires in terms of issues such as: demolition and clearing 

of damaged/destroyed buildings and infrastructure; dealing with insurance companies; planning 

approval processes; finding a designer and a suitable builder; etc.   

 
Figure 7-1. Schematic representation of the key elements of the building reconstruction process and ecosystem.  

Figure 7-1 is a schematic representation of the key phases of construction activities that are 

embedded in the broader and evolving policy and technical contexts. Within this framework a 

typical construction/rebuilding project will move through planning and design, sourcing materials, 

making components, and finally to the delivery or building of the final structure. 

The construction supply chain ecosystem servicing Kangaroo Valley faced a number of challenges 

in meeting housing demand across 2020/21. However, the scale of rebuilding bushfire damaged 

properties was just one of several contributing factors in the surge in construction demand, which 

included wider issues in the housing market, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, etc.  
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Increased delays in securing contractors and materials, along with rising costs of labour and 

materials combined to increase the financial risks for builders; and for householders the costs of 

rebuilding increased as a result. While some of the issues experienced by this somewhat 

geographically isolated region, such as shortages of builders and skilled tradespeople, led to 

increased costs and challenges for Kangaroo Valley residents rebuilding, these challenges were no 

doubt much greater for more isolated regions further south, and elsewhere in Australia. 

7.1 Dealing with Destroyed and Damaged Homes and Properties 

In response to the Black Summer bushfires, the Shoalhaven City Council established the 

Shoalhaven Recovery Committee (initial meeting 3 Jan 2020, and approved by Council on 20 Jan 

2020), to coordinate the remediation and recovery in the Shoalhaven Local Government Area 

(LGA). It was comprised of four recovery action teams: Social, Built, Economic/Tourism and 

Environment. This was the framework within which much of the council response operated3. 

A key aspect of the short-term response of local government to the Currowan Fire was the 

assessment, and provision of an official determination, of the extent of damage to all impacted 

properties. This was a key step in registering properties for assisted clean-up, as well as accessing 

insurance.  

 
Figure 7-2. A heavily fire-impacted property two days after the fire (photo – Maureen Bell). 

To streamline this, the local authorities (Shoalhaven City Council, SCC) established Hybrid 

Building Impact Assessment (BIA) teams, a multi-agency process aimed at implementing a single 

site visit to damaged properties to come to an official determination. This involved significant 

coordination between multiple local and state agencies (including Shoalhaven City Council 

Environmental Services, NSW Police, RFS, Fire and Rescue). 

Interviewees with knowledge of other LGAs reported that agencies in other such LGAs often 

visited each property independently, causing significant delays in commencing clean-up and 

recovery. Other post-bushfire research has documented resident frustrations with accessing official 

confirmation that their home had been destroyed (Eriksen & de Vet, 2021). 

                                                 
3 Further information available in the SCC Recovery Action Plan (February 2020) 

https://doc.shoalhaven.nsw.gov.au/displaydoc.aspx?record=D20/43793  

https://doc.shoalhaven.nsw.gov.au/displaydoc.aspx?record=D20/43793
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Interviewees involved in its development or implementation judged this model to be a successful 

innovation, due to the streamlining of the assessment process. Minutes from the Development and 

Environment Committee note that this model was a first to be implemented in NSW, and was 

subsequently rolled out to other fire impacted LGAs. It is a model worthy of an in-depth review 

with a view to possibly implementing this again in response to future disasters. 

The provision of State Government funded demolition and clearing services was welcome 

assistance to the many households who had experienced significant damage to their properties, or 

whose homes had been entirely destroyed. The coordinating contractor for this work state-wide was 

Laing O’Rourke. Demolition and clearing of destroyed and damaged homes and structures by teams 

in Kangaroo Valley commenced at the beginning of March 2020. 

By the end of April 550 properties had been cleared state-wide and by the end of the clean-up 

contract in July 2020, close to 3600 properties were cleared. In the Shoalhaven demolition waste 

from over 295 homes had been collected (approx. 17,500 tonnes in total) with the great majority 

recycled 4. 

 
Figure 7-3. Removing a dangerous tree from fire impacted property in Kangaroo Valley (photo – Mark Bugden). 

7.2 Planning, Approval Processes and Insurance 

In response to the Black Summer bushfires, the Shoalhaven City Council established the 

Shoalhaven Recovery Committee (initial meeting 3 Jan 2020, and approved by Council on 20 Jan 

2020), to coordinate the remediation and recovery in the Shoalhaven Local Government Area 

(LGA). It was comprised of four recovery action teams: Social, Built, Economic/Tourism and 

Environment. This was the framework within which much of the council response operated5. 

There are multiple challenges for householders looking to rebuild following bushfire damage. The 

key challenges were succinctly summarised by the comment below from one of the community 

members involved with the Kangaroo Valley bushfire recovery Drop In Centre. 

                                                 
4 Shoalhaven City Council Bushfire Recovery Statistics Snapshot.  https://getinvolved.shoalhaven.nsw.gov.au/  
5 Further information available in the SCC Recovery Action Plan (February 2020) 
https://doc.shoalhaven.nsw.gov.au/displaydoc.aspx?record=D20/43793  

https://doc.shoalhaven.nsw.gov.au/displaydoc.aspx?record=D20/43793
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For rebuilding post-bushfire, not only are there additional 

challenges on top of a normal residential building project - 

such as insurance claims - but there is the risk that council 

departments and construction supply chain entities, such as 

builders, are overwhelmed by increased demand when a 

significant fraction of the community has been significantly 

impacted by the fires. 

7.2.1 Insurance 

The experience of residents impacted by the Black Summer bushfires across the South Coast in 

their interactions with the insurance industry varied significantly in terms of level of insurance 

cover, speed, and quality of the response. Insurance levels ranged from fully covered for rebuilding 

costs, under-insured due to changes to BAL ratings or building standards, to those without any 

insurance.  

The speed and responsiveness of insurance companies in 

assessing claims also varied. The two key factors reported 

were: 1) the level of property damage, and 2) how well 

households could document the damage and follow up their 

claim.  

According to community members, homes that were fully 

destroyed were generally processed relatively easily, while 

claims for properties with partial damage were more highly 

contested, which had a negative impact on assessment 

turnaround time. Unfortunately, quantitative data to support 

this claim was not available to the research team.  

Residents mentioned the importance of keeping good records for their claims, being comfortable in 

completing detailed paperwork, and that having the time to continually follow-up with insurance 

companies was helpful in ensuring claims were processed quickly. 

While experiences varied, most research participants in our 

Kangaroo Valley study were largely satisfied with the response 

from their insurance companies. Positive stories such as 

insurance agents connecting residents with emotional 

counselling and support, or providing unexpected upfront 

emergency payments were more common than stories of 

lengthy delays in payment. There was also an impression that 

being part of such a major disaster helped facilitate the 

processing of claims.  

Once it came to actually rebuilding, there were a variety of approaches taken by insurers. Some 

would simply pay-out and leave it to the homeowner to coordinate their rebuild. Other insurers 

would arrange the rebuild of a property using their own favoured builder. Often, these were large 

nationwide building companies that would project-manage a large number of rebuilds and would 

often, but not always, sub-contract specific individual jobs to local builders. In some instances, this 

process appeared to work well, in other instances local tradespeople complained of workers being 

“One type of challenge is 

actually getting insurance 

payouts, one is getting council 

approval to rebuild and then 

sourcing a builder to build”. 

(Community member) 

“Some people are well insured. 

Some people who thought they 

were well insured are suddenly 

realising that changes to building 

codes - because they're now in 

much higher valuated situations 

[higher BAL rating] -  mean that 

their insurance isn't going to 

cover it. And some people are not 

insured.” (Community member) 

 

“Some insurance companies 

have probably been a little bit 

slower than others. But yeah, 

from what I've been told, 

everyone's been paid out.” 

(Builder) 
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brought in from interstate to work on rebuilds that could have been done more efficiently with local 

labour, which would have also helped the economies of affected communities.  

A common insurance issue after a bushfire is that households often find their level of insurance 

does not cover the cost of rebuilding their house to a similar design whilst meeting current building 

and bushfire code requirements. Insurance companies occupy a position in the construction 

ecosystem that gives them extensive knowledge and influence on the policy and technical context in 

which post-disaster rebuilding occurs.   

While the most intensive interaction between an insurer and a household occurs after a disaster or 

accident, there is an ongoing relationship between the two parties in any given year. This means 

that insurers are well placed to keep households informed of changes to codes that may impact 

rebuilding costs and recommend adjustments to insurance levels as appropriate.  

This ongoing relationship between insurers and households, and the vested interest insurers have in 

reducing bushfire damage to properties, suggests that insurers may be well placed to drive greater 

uptake of bushfire-resilient building retrofits by households. This could take the form of 

disseminating appropriate retrofit information, encouraging households to have some form of 

bushfire preparedness assessment, or incentivising retrofits through reductions in premiums. 

After the immediate recovery and clean-up, the rebuild planning can start. Various factors play a 

role in the timing of this for impacted households; from the speed of accessing insurance payment, 

to the need to decide whether they want to stay and rebuild after a traumatic bushfire event, for 

example.  

7.2.2 Planning and approvals 

From our interviews it appears that builders began getting their first enquiries from home owners 

intending to rebuild by February 2020, and three formal Development Applications (DAs) were 

submitted to rebuild homes destroyed by bushfires in the Shoalhaven LGA by the end of February 

2020. By June 2020, 22 dwelling DAs across the whole LGA had been submitted to Shoalhaven 

Council, with nine approved. However, for many households the rebuilding planning phase was 

much longer. Many DAs were only being submitted by mid-2021 with the likelihood that many 

affected householders had still not reached that stage.  

A number of changes to business-as-usual operations were implemented by the Shoalhaven City 

Council and NSW State Government to assist people whose homes or businesses were affected by 

the bushfires: 

a) Businesses were able to operate out of temporary accommodation, such as shipping 

containers and/or portable offices, for up to two years while rebuilding.  

b) Similarly, people whose homes were damaged or destroyed had approval to live on their 

property in a moveable dwelling (including caravans, tents, vans and manufactured homes) 

for up to two years without council approval.  

c) Amendments were also made to the regulations governing caravan parks so that they could be 

used by impacted residents for up to two years.  

d) The Department of Fair Trading waived home owners warranty insurance.  

e) The Department of Planning, Industry and Environment (DPIE) waived BASIX Certificate 

and Planning Reform Fund fees, with affected property owners able to obtain a free BASIX 

certificate. 
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Shoalhaven City Council implemented a number of measures to support residents and property 

owners impacted by the bushfires throughout the LGA with the aim of reducing the difficulty and 

cost of navigating though the approvals system. Council waived fees for many of the services that 

would normally incur fees including: 

a) Development Applications (DAs) 

b) Construction Certificates (CCs) 

c) Principal Certifying Authority (PCA) 

d) Bushfire Attack Level (BAL) Certificates. 

As the Shoalhaven City Council was a key stakeholder in the post-bushfire rebuilding process, 

through their planning and approvals framework, it was important to understand the challenges it 

faced. The local government quickly recognised that the planning and approvals workload would 

likely significantly increase in the aftermath of the fires, and also that affected residents may require 

extra support while dealing with bushfire impacts as well as major building and planning decisions.  

The Shoalhaven Council established a dedicated bushfire-impacted approvals team within the 

Planning Department, with a small number of dedicated staff and a fast-track approval process. 

Council management staff were conscious that the staff members chosen for this team needed 

previous training or experiences that would help in assisting with members of the community who 

had been through the traumatic event of the bushfires.  

Many bushfire-affected NSW local councils received offers of help from State government and 

other councils not affected by the fires, such as short-term staffing to help assess Development 

Applications. While appreciated, this assistance was for the most part felt to be of too short a 

duration (e.g. weeks) and occurred too soon after the bushfires for the majority of affected 

households to be at the stage of preparing plans for rebuilding. Given the lag between the bushfire 

event and the commencement of the majority of rebuilds, longer-term assistance would be more 

appropriate and effective. 

Despite this, representatives of the Shoalhaven local council reported that they were reasonably 

satisfied with the manner in which they coped with the additional planning load from the bushfire 

rebuild program. The use of a dedicated bushfire-impacted building approvals team may have been 

particularly useful in insulating bushfire impacted properties from the effects of the wider increase 

in housing demand in 2020/21 in that faster approvals meant home owners would be closer to ‘the 

front of the queue’ in terms of the stretched/constrained bushfire rebuilding supply chain.  

Publicly available data on DA submissions and approvals for bushfire-affected properties in the 

Kangaroo Valley and Budgong areas was examined by the research team: 

a) Between April 2020 and September 2021 a total of 23 DAs that included rebuilding of a 

dwelling were received and approved.  

b) The time from the date of submission to approval of these applications ranged from 7 days to 

203 days.  

c) 18 of these applications were approved within 100 days – with the median application taking 

27 days.   

This data aligns well with feedback from our interviewees in the construction industry that planning 

approval was relatively smooth for most households, although a minority of households faced 

significant delays, and there were frustrations expressed by those involved in reconstruction that 

progress was not as fast as they expected it to be. 
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7.3 Sourcing and Supply of Materials  

Following the 2019/2020 Black Summer Bushfires the building industry experienced  record high 

demand for new housing – the number of new homes commencing construction in 2021 was 20% 

higher than the previous record in 20186. Material shortages caused significant supply chain issues 

for the construction industry. The industry was hit by the double impact of very strong demand for 

housing materials, at the same time as having a weak supply. According to the Housing Industry 

Association (HIA), a record number of new homes commenced construction in Australia during 

2021, 20% higher than the previous record in 2018. In addition, the national and international 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic significantly impacted housing construction demand and 

materials supply. 

The timber industry was one of the most important sectors of the 

construction supply chain that was directly impacted by the Black 

Summer Bushfires, resulting in major shortages of both 

softwoods and hardwoods. The fires caused significant damage to 

native and commercial forests. 8.3 million hectares of native 

forests were affected, together with 130,000 hectares of 

commercial plantations and 22,000 hectares of other forests - see 

Figure 7-4 from (Whittle, 2020). 

On a regional basis, approximately 40% (50,000ha) of softwood plantations in the South West 

Slopes and Bombala regions of NSW were burnt, and across NSW almost 25% of both softwood 

and hardwood plantations were within the extent of the fires7. The damage to commercial 

plantations in particular put the timber supply system under significant pressure. 

 
Figure 7-4. Extents of native and plantation forests affect by the 2019-20 bushfires2. 

                                                 
6 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-06-21/australia-victoria-housing-building-boom-timber-supplies-cost/100229612 
7 Commonwealth of Australia, Aussie Logs for Aussie Jobs, 2021 

“Mills burning, forests 

burning, and enormous 

demand. And probably the 

biggest of those is 

enormous demand.” 

(Supplier) 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-06-21/australia-victoria-housing-building-boom-timber-supplies-cost/100229612
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/committees/reportrep/024630/toc_pdf/AussielogsforAussiejobs.pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf
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Processing of burnt timber continued until mid-2021, so it is expected that the longer-term impacts 

of damage to plantations will become more evident in the supply chain from late 2021 onwards. 

Bushfire impacts will be felt for a long time. For example, suppliers reported that one NSW pine 

plantation company that was impacted by fire expected it would take 4 to 5 years to fully recover. 

Across the state, the NSW government has plans that target a return to pre-bushfire levels of 

plantation tree stocks within 10 years. 

As a result of both bushfire and COVID-19 related shortages, interviewees reported increases in 

material sourcing lead times, price increases, increased risk and uncertainty for builders and 

suppliers, and even hoarding of materials. 

Builders and suppliers faced greater business 

uncertainties and risks when material costs and 

availabilities kept changing rapidly. Suppliers and 

industry organisations were recommending that 

builders include clauses in contracts noting that 

material prices could increase by up to 20% above 

the quoted prices, and reducing the time for which 

their quotes would be valid, so as to manage price 

uncertainties and increased risks of delays in 

construction.  

Large building materials suppliers servicing the Kangaroo Valley region reported that they more 

than doubled the number of suppliers in their network to secure enough timber.  

Major builders reported that they were buying timber from the local Bunnings warehouse to pass on 

to their framing suppliers, because they were not able to secure enough supply on their own. This 

points to increasing complexities that developed in the supply chain to address the shortages, 

increasing lead times for reconstruction and costs involved along the chain. 

7.3.1 COVID-19 impacts on material supplies 

It is impossible to consider building reconstruction following the Black Summer bushfires and the 

performance of the construction supply chain without considering the very significant influence of 

the COVID-19 pandemic and associated response of the Australian Government on housing 

construction demand and materials supply in 2020 and 2021.  

Multiple factors coincided to impact demand for, and supply of, construction materials. At the time 

housing demand was being driven by: 

a) Low interest rates impacting housing investment. 

b) COVID-19 stimulus money (Homebuilder Scheme). 

c) Migration of people from cities towards regional areas (with associated renovations or 

new-builds). 

d) The fact that people who had not been financially impacted by COVID-19 often had 

increased personal financial savings available due to travel restrictions and lockdowns. 

At the same time, supply of a wide range of materials was also impacted by:  

e) COVID-19 related border and trade restrictions (reducing or slowing importation of 

materials).  

“They [suppliers] just keep saying, "We 

don't know when it's coming. No one 

can tell us. We get a pack [of timber] 

here or there"… but no one says it's 

coming, or it'll just turn up, and then 

we won't have anything for a few 

weeks.” (Builder) 
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f) Increased shipping costs, particularly as reduced international trade raised the cost of 

shipping container space, making some less profitable products uneconomical to import. 

g) Construction booms in other parts of the world, particularly the USA, placed additional 

demand on resources. 

The reconstruction supply chain servicing the Black Summer bushfire recovery effort represents an 

excellent case study of how multiple natural, or human-induced, disasters occurring at the same 

time, or within a short space of time, interfere with disaster recovery and reconstruction. In addition 

to the bushfires and COVID-19, significant flooding occurred in the Shoalhaven region in January 

and February 2020. This caused significant damage to roads and bridges providing access to parts 

of the Kangaroo Valley and Budgong regions, requiring additional repairs before clean-up and 

rebuilding could continue. This highlights the importance of considering multiple overlapping 

disasters in resilience planning at a policy and industry level, particularly as the risk of extreme 

weather events continues to rise.  

7.4 Delivery of Rebuilding and Repairs  

Kangaroo Valley is a relatively small community, somewhat far from centres of population, with 

Nowra a 30-minute drive away, and 2 hours by road from central Sydney.  We undertook a desktop 

evaluation to provide an indicative overview of the type and prevalence of construction related 

supply chain entities at key centres in the region around Kangaroo Valley8. This information is 

mapped in Figure 7-5. Mapping of locations of key supply chain entities in the vicinity of Kangaroo 

Valley.  However, it should be noted that businesses based as far away as Canberra and Sydney also 

carry out work in the region. 

There are a limited number of access routes into or out of the valley (which are vulnerable to 

closures), and a single crossing point of the Kangaroo River. Therefore, most supply chain 

businesses are based outside Kangaroo Valley, and travel can become a significant factor in terms 

of time, price, and labour availability, particularly when work is readily available in other regions. 

Finding a builder after the bushfires was challenging for many Kangaroo Valley residents, 

particularly those who were not able to start looking to rebuild until late 2020 or early 2021. 

Extended delays caused by supply chain and planning issues caused problems for such residents as 

most insurance policies only covered emergency accommodation rent for a 12 month period post-

disaster. 

There was a desire from both householders and construction industry associations to use local 

labour and suppliers for bushfire reconstruction. Many bushfire reconstruction related government 

funding programs encouraged the use of local trades, services and businesses in their assessment 

criteria9. However, in many instances demand outstripped local capacity.  

On the other hand, construction industry interviewees reported that the standard practice of many 

insurance companies was to hire a national builder to oversee all their rebuilds. The nominated 

national builder would then sub-contract smaller work packages frequently to local builders, but 

                                                 
8 Based on searching the online databases of yellowpages.com.au and Kangaroo Valley business directory 

(http://kangaroovalley.nsw.au/directory/). The local region was defined as the Southern Highlands and northern Shoalhaven 

region within a 45 minute drive of Kangaroo Valley. A larger region was applied for modular housing technology 

providers and consulting services (e.g. architectural, geotechnical and bushfire) who would typically service a much 

larger area as standard practice. 
9 NSW Government, 2020, Bushfire Local Economic Recovery Fund: Program Guidelines 

http://kangaroovalley.nsw.au/directory/
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interviewees reported cases of building crews coming from interstate to work on repairs and 

rebuilds. It was not made clear if this was driven by workforce availability or other business 

decisions, but there was evidence that the quality of some of the work carried out by some such 

contractors was below the expectations of residents. 

 
Figure 7-5. Mapping of locations of key supply chain entities in the vicinity of Kangaroo Valley. 

The housing boom translated into surging demand 

for skilled trades across the south coast. A wide 

variety of trades were in short supply, depending 

on the particular business structure and projects of 

the interviewees. Some builders that were 

interviewed, for example, had sufficient carpenters 

on staff, but would experience issues with other 

trades. 

Others noticed the increasing workload amongst sub-contractors, but had strong existing 

relationships that meant they could managed to get work done when required. Reported shortages in 

skilled labour included: 

 

“You've got the rebuild after the fires and 

then you've got the stimulus with 

renovation. So combine both of those, 

especially down on the South Coast … at the 

moment that demand for trades is just 

huge.” (Industry association) 



    

Building Community Resilience to Bushfires: A Case Study of Kangaroo Valley 83 

a) Carpentry was raised as a particular issue in Kangaroo Valley, where 

subcontractor rates were putting pressure on pricing and staffing. 

b) Bricklaying was an issue with interviewees reporting that builders were 

changing materials used in rebuilds to avoid significant delays and cost 

increases. 

c) Plumbers were in short supply, with delays of ‘several weeks’ for them 

to be available, with owners looking to Canberra or even Melbourne to 

source plumbers. 

d) Concreters were also problematic with wait times increased by a 

number of weeks. 

As demand for labour increased, builders 

adopted various strategies to mitigate issues, 

outsourcing jobs that would previously have 

been performed by their in-house teams, sub-

contracting people from beyond the local area, 

and increasing the number of contractors in 

their network. 

7.4.1 Support for households 

Throughout the research project it was evident that professionals involved in the clean-up, recovery 

and reconstruction post disaster often played an important, but under-recognised role in providing 

emotional support for those impacted by the disaster.  

In the immediate aftermath of the fires, in addition to the crucial support provided by the Kangaroo 

Valley Bushfire Recovery Association’s Drop In Centre, businesses such as grocery stores, the post 

office, local hardware supply stores, etc. were often the first places that people went. Likewise, 

construction industry workers (builders, tradespeople, delivery drivers) were in regular contact with 

the homeowners most impacted by the disasters. This kind of incidental contact with professionals 

involved in the reconstruction is a valuable way to reach impacted people who may find asking for 

help difficult. 

7.5 Summary 

The early stages of post-bushfire recovery and planning for rebuilding inevitably pose numerous 

challenges for affected households and communities. In addition to community-led emergency 

response support, as exemplified by the Kangaroo Valley Bushfire Recovery Drop In Centre, there 

are a number of actions that local authorities can undertake to streamline approval processes and 

ease some of the financial burdens of rebuilding. It is also apparent that there is potential to improve 

the interaction between householders and insurers to better prepare for future disasters, and hence 

improve the recovery and response. 

Widespread bushfires on the scale seen during the 2019/20 Black Summer can deliver significant 

shocks to the building supply chain. Timber is both particularly vulnerable, and crucial for 

reconstruction, but shortages of other critical materials and equipment can also rapidly develop.  

The dominant conventional on-site construction industry already operates with a fragmented and 

dynamic supply chain. This provides a baseline level of resilience to cope with supply shocks. 

However, greater diversification of construction solutions, through initiatives such as off-site 

“You can't get a 

plumber for love 

nor money here at 

the moment.” 

(Supplier) 

“So my new theory is I network a broader range of 

subbies and rely on them less. So talking to more 

guys, and asking less of them, to spread your 

dollars around and inquiries.” (Builder) 
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manufacturing and increasing local production capacities, show promise as means to build greater 

resilience across the construction industry. 

The construction supply chain ecosystem servicing Kangaroo Valley faced a number of challenges 

in meeting the housing demand across 2020/21. However, the scale of rebuilding bushfire damaged 

properties was just one of several contributing factors in the surge in construction demand. The 

Kangaroo Valley region would likely have coped reasonably well were it not for the confluence of 

wider issues in the housing market, and the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Increased delays in securing contractors and materials, along with rising costs of labour and 

materials combined to increase the financial risks for builders, and increased costs for householders 

rebuilding increased as a result. 

While some of the issues experienced by this somewhat geographically isolated region, such as 

shortages of builders and skilled tradespeople, led to increased costs and challenges for Kangaroo 

Valley residents rebuilding, these challenges were no doubt much greater for more isolated regions 

further south in NSW, and elsewhere in Australia. 

 

 

 



    

Building Community Resilience to Bushfires: A Case Study of Kangaroo Valley 85 

8 References 
Adcock, A. (2021). Currowan. Carlton, Australia: Black Inc. 

Australian Senate. (2021). Lessons to be learned in relation to the Australian bushfire season 2019-

20: Final Report. Canberra: Finance and Public Administration References Committee. 

Bushfire CRC. (2009). Victorian 2009 Bushfire Research Response - Final Report. Bushfire 

Cooperative Research Centre. 

Census, A. (2016). Kangaroo Valley. Retrieved from 

https://quickstats.censusdata.abs.gov.au/census_services/getproduct/census/2016/quickstat/S

SC12061 

Commonwealth of Australia. (2020). Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster 

Arrangements: Report. Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia. 

Eriksen, C., & de Vet, E. (2021). Untangling insurance, rebuilding, and wellbeing in bushfire 

recovery. Geogr. Res, v59, 228–241. Geographical Research, 59, 228-241. 

Handmer, J., & O’Neill, S. (2016). Examining bushfire policy in action: Preparedness and 

behaviour in the 2009 Black Saturday fires. Environmental Science & Policy, 63, 55–62. 

Haworth, B. W. (2016). Assessing the application and value of participatory mapping for 

community bushfire preparation. Applied Geography, 115-127. 

Haworth, B., Whittaker, J., & Bruce, E. (2016). Assessing the application and value of participatory 

mapping for community bushfire preparation. Applied Geography, 76, 115-127. 

McLennan, J., Elliot, G., & Beatson, R. (2013). Householders' stated bushfire survival intentions 

under hypothetical threat. Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre. 

NSW Government. (2020). Final Report of the NSW Bushfire Inquiry. NSW Government. 

NSW RFS. (2019). Community Protection Planning Guideline May 2019. NSW Rural Fire Service. 

Penman, T., Eriksen, C., Horsey, B., Green, A., Lemcke, D., Cooper, P., & Bradstock, R. (2017). 

Retrofitting for wildfire resilience: What is the cost? International Journal of Disaster Risk 

Reduction, 21, 1-10. 

Pietro, V. D. (2020). Shoalhaven City Council submission to the NSW Independent Bushfire 

Inquiry.  

Shoalhaven City Council. (2020, July). Currowan & Comberton Fires 2019/2020 - Statistics 

Snapshot. Retrieved from 
https://getinvolved.shoalhaven.nsw.gov.au/BushfireRecoveryShoalhaven/news_feed/bushfire-recovery-snap-shot 

Shoalhaven City Council. (2020). Currowan Fire Scar Map - Budgong And Surrounding Localities. 

Retrieved from https://www.shoalhaven.nsw.gov.au/Council/Access-to-

Information/Currowan-Fire-Scar-Mapping-2019-2020 

Shoalhaven RFS. (2019). Shoalhaven Bush Fire Risk Management Plan 2019. NSW Rural Fire 

Service. 

Strahan, K., & Gilbert, J. (2021). Protective Decision-Making in Bushfire Part 1: A Rapid 

Systematic Review of the ‘Wait and See’ Literature. Fire, 4(4), 26. 



    

Building Community Resilience to Bushfires: A Case Study of Kangaroo Valley 86 

Webster, J. (2015). Essential bushfire safety tips, by Joan Webster 3rd edition . Clayton: CSIRO 

Publishing. 

Whittaker , J., Haynes, K., Handmer, J., & McLennan, J. (2013). Community safety during the 2009 

Australian ‘Black Saturday’ bushfires: an analysis of household preparedness and response. 

International Journal of Wildland Fire, 22, 841–849. 

Whittle, L. (2020). Analysis of effects of bushfires and COVID-19 on the forestry and wood 

processing sectors. Canberra: Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics 

and Sciences. 

 

 

  



    

Building Community Resilience to Bushfires: A Case Study of Kangaroo Valley 87 

9 Bibliography 
The following sources are examples of useful information relevant to households and communities 

seeking to increase their resilience to bushfires. 

 Bushfire best practice guide, CSIRO, https://research.csiro.au/bushfire/  

 Essential bushfire safety tips, by Joan Webster 3rd edition (Melliodora Publishing, 2021). 

 The complete bushfire safety book by Joan Webster (Random House Australia 2000). 

 Prepare your property, RFS, www.rfs.nsw.gov.au/plan-and-prepare/prepare-your-property.  

 The RFS Household Assessment on-line tool https://assessmyrisk.rfs.nsw.gov.au/ 

 Penman, T. D., Eriksen, C., Horsey, B., Green, A., Lemcke, D., Cooper, P. & Bradstock, R. 

A. (2017). Retrofitting for wildfire resilience: what is the cost? International Journal of 

Disaster Risk Reduction, 21 1-10.  

 Australian Standard AS 3959:2018, Construction of buildings in bushfire-prone areas. 

 Fraser, Peg (2018) Black Saturday: Not the End of the Story, Monash University Publishing 

 Gibbs L, et al. (2020) 10 Years Beyond Bushfires Report, University of Melbourne, 

Melbourne.  

 Eriksen, C., McKinnon, S., & de Vet, E. (2020). Why insurance matters: insights from 

research post-disaster. Australian Journal of Emergency Management, 35(4), 42-47.  

 The Australian Institute for Disaster Resilience (AIDR) YouTube page has a range of 

informative videos, e.g. What is Disaster Recovery and Mental Health Recovery After 

Disaster. 

 After The Disaster, ABC Radio Podcast https://www.abc.net.au/radio/programs/after-the-

disaster/ 

 Bushfire Resilience Inc. https://bushfireresilience.org.au/   

 

https://research.csiro.au/bushfire/
https://store.holmgren.com.au/product/bushfire-safety-3ed/
http://www.rfs.nsw.gov.au/plan-and-prepare/prepare-your-property
https://assessmyrisk.rfs.nsw.gov.au/
https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/media/5634/community-recovery-handbook.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lu3smP4K3mk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lu3smP4K3mk
https://www.abc.net.au/radio/programs/after-the-disaster/
https://www.abc.net.au/radio/programs/after-the-disaster/
https://bushfireresilience.org.au/


    

Building Community Resilience to Bushfires: A Case Study of Kangaroo Valley 88 

10 Appendices 

10.1 Appendix 1: Bushfire Research Briefs 

Nine Bushfire Research Briefs have been developed to date that accompany this report and provide 

further information on various aspects of this project that may of interest to bushfire-prone 

communities and other interested parties. At the time of writing can be found at the following 

website: 

https://www.uow.edu.au/global-challenges/building-resilient-communities/building-community-resilience-to-bushfires/ 

The Bushfire Research Briefs cover three main areas with specific titles shown in italics below. 

1. Households and Community Preparedness Briefs 

i. Community Connections 

ii. Recovery After Bushfire 

iii. Preparation and Recovery in a Changing Environment 

iv. Leave or Stay Decision Making 

2. Buildings and Retrofits  

v. Home Retrofits and Preparation 

vi. Preparing for Bushfire: Motivations and Information Sources 

3. Reconstruction of homes: design, planning, materials and delivery.  

vii. Reconstruction: Planning Insurance and Design  

viii. Reconstruction: Sourcing Supply of Materials 

ix. Reconstruction: Delivery of Rebuilding and Repairs 

  

https://www.uow.edu.au/global-challenges/building-resilient-communities/building-community-resilience-to-bushfires/
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10.2 Appendix 2: KV Drop In Centre Newsletter of 7th January 2020 
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10.3 Appendix 3: Notes on KV Bushfire Ready Network Coordinator Role and 
Setting up a Neighbourhood Group 
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10.4 Appendix 4: “Fires Near Me” Smartphone App Screenshots 
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10.5 Appendix 5: Valley Voice articles 
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