Question on Notice
No. 411
Asked on Thursday, 13 March 2008

QUESTION:

MS BARRY asked the Minister for Sustainability, Climate Change and
Innovation (Mr McNamara) — In relation to the recent extreme weather
events across Queensland — What action has his department taken to
ensure that our national parks continue to be safe and accessible for visitors?

ANSWER:

The safety of staff and visitors is of the highest operational priority in the
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the task is made particularly
challenging at times of extreme rain, fire and wind events.

Queensland Parks and Wildlife (QPW) staff work closely with their colleagues
in emergency services in planning and managing extreme events (and any
resultant incidents) and they have a great working relationship when dealing
with all types of emergencies.

With respect to Cyclone Larry, for instance, priorities were established at the
initial critical incident management meeting as follows:

e Checking that all EPA/QPW staff and their families were safe and well;

e Restoring operational bases to becoming fully functional;

e Providing the community with urgent assistance as directed by the
State Emergency Services; and

e Restoring on-park visitor facilities with a priority to high use parks.

Skilled QPW staff were flown in from across the State to help in the
emergency. Within one week of the cyclone 23 parks south of Cairns and
north of Townsville were reopened to the public and tourism industry. Up to
100 staff undertook restoration work in a particularly hazardous environment
without any lost time injury or significant incident.

Recent events on Fraser Island have likewise tested park emergency
procedures. In August 2007, QPW prepared for gale force winds and localised
flooding after being contacted by the Disaster Management Coordinator at
Hervey Bay. This precautionary approach proved to be well founded as high
winds uprooted trees and over 900 millimetres of rain caused severe flooding,
which badly damaged visitor infrastructure and washed away sections of road.
In December 2007, Emergency Services Queensland, with the support of the
local and State Disaster Management Groups, alerted QPW to the need to
evacuate visitors from eastern beaches and low-lying areas. Warnings and
advice were posted on the EPA website and the on-line camping booking



system (IAParks). Signs were erected at all entry points and all visitors on
Fraser Island were found and informed.

There were no serious injuries to staff or visitors in either case.

In Central Queensland storms in November 2007 and monsoonal flooding in
January/February 2008 caused significant damage to park infrastructure.
Major damage was limited to roads, firebreaks, fences, and walking tracks
whilst some buildings suffered minor damage from flooding and torrential run-
off. Some roads have had to be closed to the public in the interests of safety
and several toilet blocks are yet to be reopened, but work is progressing well.

Similar procedures have been used in recent flood events in Western
Queensland, and in fire events prior to those. After each major event
emergency response plans are reviewed to make sure they are current and
operating effectively.

Critical infrastructure, hazardous trees and walking tracks at all high profile
visitor sites are inspected and repaired as soon as possible after any major
event.

Both National Disaster Relief Arrangements and EPA funds are utilised to
make sure that infrastructure is returned to pre-event condition as soon as
possible and that hazards are identified and dealt with before sites are reused
safely by the public.



