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AUTUMN 2009
A lot has happened since our last Newsletter. If you haven’t seen one for a while it is because there has not been one! The main reason has been that I have had a lengthy recovery process from Glandular Fever that I caught between Christmas & New Year! Please – no comments about the kissing – there hasn’t been any. Seriously, it has not been easy to get things done over the past few months (I am now into my 4th week back at full-time work again), and then we could comment about the Bushfires...
Firstly, though, welcome to some new volunteers, Mick & Bianca Meyer and Jeff & Glenda Amos who have commenced helping us in our work within the Park and the Visitors Centre. It’s great to have you ‘on board’ and we hope you enjoy your time helping out in our wonderful park.
The Bushfires –

Craig Campbell (Ranger) put out this Report shortly after the Fires, and I reproduce it fully for your information: 

The bushfire that began in Glendonald Road Churchill on Saturday 7th February at around 2.00 pm travelled in a south easterly direction towards Tarra Valley and burnt towards the Tarra-Bulga National Park. Parks Victoria staff and Victoria Police evacuated the Park and spoke to residents of Balook. Martin & Brenda Klop chose to stay and defend their house at Balook and down the road towards the Tarra Valley road David Pattison and Mark McDonald stayed to defend the Pattison’s home and the Iona property. The fire reached the Grand Ridge Road some time between 3.30 and 4.00 and at this time it was believed that spot overs reached Devon North, starting fires there which led to the loss of two or three houses, however we now believe that this fire was separately lit, probably deliberately. Spot overs ahead of the main fire caused fire to burn in the Pattisons paddocks behind the house and then the main fire reached the area in front of the house. David and Mark successfully defended the two properties and are both OK. At around 5.00pm the south west change began to influence the fire and push it back towards Mount Tassie and Callignee. The main fire front crossed the Grand Ridge Road into the park between Iona and Balook and burnt about 50 meters up to the top of the ridge and died out. Several spot fires have occurred in the park but none of them have spread very far. The largest is on Gardiners Track (about one hectare) at the point of our photo-monitoring site. There are also spots on Wild Cherry Track, Diaper track and near Bulga Park on the Grand Ridge Road. A large spot fire ( or possibly part of the main fire) burnt below Cedric’s and came back up with the wind change to the school camp where, unfortunately, it has destroyed the two dormitory buildings, but the toilet block and main rec hall/kitchen are OK. The Klops are fine and no houses were lost in Balook; also the Guest House and Visitor Centre were untouched although the fire has burnt the bush behind the Visitor Centre and come close to it and the toilet block. Timber and posts that we had stored at the depot were destroyed and a 6 X 4 trailer burnt. All in all Balook and the Tarra-Bulga National Park suffered minimal damage from this terrible event and many people have expressed to me how grateful they are that this wonderful park is still there, now more than ever a refuge and haven from all the black and burnt out areas around. I have shown some of the South Australian contingent who are here helping out, the Park and they have enthused over it and promised to make sure it is protected as we continue to put out spot fires and black out around the place.  

At our first committee meeting for 2009 – held only a few weeks ago – Craig updated us by saying that approximately 5% of the Park in total was affected directly by the fires, in the areas that he mentions above. However, the Traralgon South Flora & Fauna Reserve was affected by approximately 95%. Craig’s thinking for why the spot-fires did not take is that the areas that were affected are in a slightly more moist condition (due to being on the southern side of the Ranges), and combined with the wind change, meant that the spots were only a matter of metres in size! Amazing how rain forest can protect itself a bit!
A big thank you to everyone who had any role in offering support during this very difficult time. A special thank you to Craig Campbell, David Pattison & Mark McDonald for all their work in supporting the locals, as outlined above. The work is far from over within the local communities affected directly (and indirectly) by the fires. 

Bushfire Recovery - 

On behalf of the Friends group, Peter Bryant has been attending the Traralgon South & District Association – Community Recovery Committee meetings (City of Latrobe). Please contact him# for information about what is happening in this community area.

# Please note my new e-mail address: pskr4753@speedweb.com.au
There have also recently been meetings held in the Yarram area and a gathering specifically in the Balook/Tarra Valley area by the Wellington Shire. See Pam Pattison, as President of BADRA (Balook & District Resident’s Association) for information about this meeting. There is more information about the fires in a later section of this Newsletter.

Events for 2009 - 

· The regular events for 2009 have been set as follows:
Lyrebird Survey – Saturday 13th June, 6.30am at Visitor’s Centre, with Breakfast to follow.

Annual General Meeting – Saturday 5th September

End-of-year Gathering (BBQ) – Saturday 5th December

· Other special events for this year will include:

Centenary of Tarra Valley Park – Tuesday 22nd September (details to follow)
Biennial Friends Conference – 11 – 13 September at Grantville

(NOTE: I anticipate that there may be at least one more event that may occur this year. Information will come out about the listed and other events in the near future)

Lyrebird Survey

With only a few weeks to go until the Lyrebird Survey, could you please ensure that you inform Craig Campbell ASAP of your intention to participate in the survey this year. It will be held on Saturday 13th June, meeting at the Visitor’s centre at 6.30am. Breakfast will follow.

No doubt this will be an important survey to see if there is any impact by the Bushfires on our Lyrebird population. Please make an effort to participate to ensure that we get good coverage of the survey area!

How can we strengthen the role of Volunteers & get more Volunteers?

At the Annual General Meeting discussion was held around the issue of promoting the Park and the Friends Group. The question of volunteers, their role, its status, getting to better know the Park & how to attract more volunteers, are significant questions for us as a Friends Group. What are your thoughts? Please let one of the Committee or Craig Campbell know your ideas ASAP.
Rangers Report 

As Peter has already talked about, the ‘Black Saturday’ bushfires have had a devastating impact on our area and on the wider community of Victoria. Tarra-Bulga National Park was largely spared and rumours of the suspension bridge being burned were unfounded. The Park and surrounding roads were closed for a few weeks and when reopened and we got back to work it was quite a task to get all the tracks back to their usual standard. On that point, you may have heard that the fact that we use a leaf blower to keep the tracks clean became an issue on the local ABC radio recently after a visitor raised it with the morning presenter. I will defend this practice by saying firstly that the tracks need to be kept clear of all the forest litter and the dirt that the Lyrebirds scratch on or else they would become a big mess that is very unpleasant to walk along with the high level of leaf, bark, stick and tree-fern frond matter that we get here and the high rainfall making it wet and slippery and secondly without the prisoners who used to rake the tracks the leaf blower is the best available tool for Mark and I to use. It is easier, quicker and does a better job than raking, and in acknowledging that it is noisy, we try to use it when there is little or no people around.
You will have noticed the new picnic tables at the Visitor Centre, well unfortunately there is one less now since one was stolen shortly after the roads were reopened after the fire. Also at the Visitor Centre there has been a big increase in Lyrebird activity and you may notice that they are digging up the grass around the building. And in the building have a look at the mounted birds and animals that were donated to us from the Cann River DSE/PV office (an interesting addition to the display).
Have you paid your 2009 Subscriptions yet? They are still the same - due NOW!

I would like to remind everyone that the Annual Subscriptions for 2009 are now due: $10 an individual, and $15 a family (two or more people). Our Treasurer is Pam Pattison, and cheques payable to the Friends of Tarra-Bulga National Park Inc. can be sent to Pam (c/- 2119 Grand Ridge Road, Balook 3971) or left at the Park Office. You may also leave cash at the Park Office for Craig to pass on to Pam, but please ensure that you leave it in a labelled envelope to make our life easier. (If you have not paid for the previous 12 months could you please do so as soon as possible)

Contact Details:

Peter Bryant: 5166-1759, or e-mail pskr4753@speedweb.com.au (President of Friends Group)
Ranger Craig Campbell: 5196-6166 (Park Office), 5172-2508 (Traralgon Office), or e-mail cjcampbe@parks.vic.gov.au (Park Postal Address is: 1652a Bulga Park Rd, Balook 3971)

Pam Pattison: 5196-6140 (Treasurer of Friends Group)
Web-site Address: www.home.vicnet.net.au/~bulga/welcome.html  
Items for inclusion in the Newsletter are always welcome. If you have any further questions or comments about anything in relation to the Park, please do not hesitate to contact the President of the Friends group, Peter Bryant, on 5166-1759 or by e-mail pskr4753@speedweb.com.au 

On the Edge...

From our house in Hazelwood North I could see the commencement of the Churchill Fire. We live on the ridge that overlooks both Traralgon South and the Jeeralangs. I had been outside in the afternoon and only 15 minutes later when I went out again to check on the animals, there was a huge pillar of smoke from over the next (SW) ridge. I could tell straight away that it must have been deliberately lit just by its size. It then moved very quickly easterly parallel to the Ranges. With the reports of a possible wind-change I was conscious of how things could change for us. The fire initially headed up towards Mt Tassie, and when I tried to contact people at the Visitor’s centre, and some of the Balook residents there was no reply from anyone – all had moved out! The smoke from the Labertouche fires came over and things started to darken, and so I started to prepare the house for a worst-case event – filling gutters with water, securing objects, opening gates for animals etc. My two girls (aged 15 & 17) were most helpful despite the difficult conditions. While it was late afternoon it was very dark, but everything glowed orange and was smoky. I was on the phone while on the roof with the wind howling. The Churchill fire made a second easterly ‘run’. But closer towards us, and it was at this point that things became very difficult. We moved things within the house, placing those things that we felt were needed to be preserved at all cost into the most fire-proof part of the house. Our dogs & cats were contained, and after 2 phone calls my wife came home from work to continue assisting in this process. The fire was close to our house on the second run, as we could see on the nearby rise south of the house trees burning and much smoke. A wind change would be a big problem. The sun peeped out from under the Labertouche smoke, the air stilled and cleared briefly and the sun set. I went to bed, but did not sleep very well for soon after fire trucks went up the road, and also a police car. My wife went out and spoke to the police and was informed that fire had got into the top end of our road and they were going to close the road. So we decided to evacuate, which took us only about 15 minutes as we had moved things centrally. We registered with the Red Cross in Traralgon (it only took about 10 minutes!) and then went to stay in Traralgon with friends. We could not get home for 4 days due to the precarious nature of the Fire, as well as the road block.
Once the road block became unmanned we returned home, with everything OK at home. We managed to get our horse back and I did a running repair on the water main that had been broken by the horse at the tap! Our goats remained in the paddocks despite the open gates. It took us at least a week to get things back into shape again. The school buses did not run for 4 weeks (for our German Exchange student who had joined us in Traralgon after staying for the weekend in Churchill with friends) as roads were checked for safety. We car-pooled with a family from across the road for this period of time so that our exchange student could attend school. There was 5 days without school for her in the early stages. For our other girls who school in Drouin, there were several days off, with extras due to the Labertouche fires when weather conditions deteriorated. We did not have mail for a week, although our rubbish clearance continued as normal. A few days after we returned home, I had to bury a kangaroo that had been burned, as it had come into our paddock and died. We have since seen a Koala in nearby trees, and many reports and observations of increased bird life in our area, including Wedge-tailed Eagles roosting in a neighbours gum tree! As a family we are most grateful for all the support of Emergency Services personnel, neighbours, family and friends – especially all the phone calls and people who just asked about us.
Peter Bryant.
If you would like to share your experience of the fires, or other associated events, please e-mail Peter Bryant on pskr4753@speedweb.com.au , phone me on 5166-1759, or contact me in some way, and your item will be included in the next Newsletter as part of On the Edge...
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