
L o c a l  h i s t o r y  a s  a  k e y  

t o  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  d i s a s t e r s

K en G ra n g e r ,  A u s tra l ia n  G e o lo g ic a l S u rve y  O rg a n is a t io n

T here  is a w i d e l y  he ld  v ie w  tha t  

A u s t ra l ia  has a ve ry  b e n ig n  e n v i 

r o n m e n t  w h e n  it c o m e s  to  m a jo r  

disasters. W h ie t  there is a lo t o f  A us tra l ia  

in w h ic h  ha za rd  p h e n o m e n a  can  ra t t le  

a ro u n d  w i t h o u t  d o in g  any  s ig n i f i c a n t  

h a rm ,  the  'd isas te r - f ree '  p e rc e p t io n  is 

w ro n g .  Indeed ,  na tu ra l  d isaste r  events ,  

e x c lu d in g  d rough t ,  cost Austra l ia ,  on av 
erage, $ 1 .2 5  b i l l i o n  a n nua l ly .

F o l lo w in g  are descr ip t ions  o f  ten d is 

asters that caused s ign i f ican t loss o f  l ife or 
e c o n o m ic  ha rm  —  see if you  can nam e 

the lo c a l i t y  tha t bo re  the b run t :

1. C y c lo n e  T racy  k i l led  fo r ty -n in e  peop le  

here on  Chr is tm as D ay  1974.

2. A  m a gn i tude  5.6 ea r thquake k i l led  th i r 

teen p e o p le  here on  28  D e c e m b e r  

1989.

3. A  ro c k fa l l  k i l l e d  n in e  p e o p le  he re in 
Sep tem ber 1996.

4. A  c y c lo n ic  s to rm tide  d ro w n e d  at least 

th i r teen  pe o p le  here in January  1918.

5. A  m a g n i tu d e  6.9  ea rthquake  destroyed 
th is to w n  in 1 968.

6. The 'B la c k  Fr iday '  bushfi res o f  January 

1939  sw ep t  across m u c h  o f  this State.

7 . C y c lo n e  A lth e a  d id  severe d a m age  
here in D e c e m b e r  1971.

8 . Th is  N o r th e rn  T e r r i to ry  to w n  suffered 

severe f lo o d in g  in February  1998.

9. A  lands l ide  k i l led  e igh teen peop le  here 
in July 1997.

10 .Th is  c i t y  suffered severe f lo o d in g  on 
A us tra l ia  D ay  1 974.

If yo u  scored  less than  six it p roves  

m y  p o in t  a b o u t  h a v in g  a 'd isas te r - f ree '  
p e rc e p t io n !

W h i l e  th is ' fo rge t fu lness '  enab les  us 

to  e xp u n g e  unp leasan t  exper iences  f ro m  

o u r  m em or ie s ,  it has an un fo r tu na te  c o n 

sequence in that w e  very  ra p id ly  lose the 

kn o w le d g e  o f  the disaster exper ience  that 

w i l l  h e lp  us p reven t ,  o r  at least reduce, 

the im pa c t  o f  a s im i la r  event in the fu ture.

N o t  o n ly  is this h isto rica l mater ia l  im 

po r tan t  to  d e v e lo p in g  o u r  unde rs tand in g  

o f  the va r io u s  ha za rd  p h e n o m e n a ,  it is 

essential to  de ve lop in g  ou r  unders tand ing  

o f  the co n se q u e n c e s  o f  th e i r  im p a c t .  

M a n y  ques t ions  ar ise after disasters, such 

as: w h y  and  w h e re  w e re  pe o p le  k i l led  or 

in ju r e d ;  w h y  w e re  som e b u i ld in g s  d e 

s t royed  o r  d a m a g e d  and o the rs  left  u n 

t o u c h e d ;  h o w  d id  i n d iv id u a ls  and  the 

c o m m u n i t y  re spond  to  the  eve n t ;  and 

w h y  d id  it take some pe op le  longer to re

cove r  f ro m  the exp e r ien ce  than others? If 

w e  have the  answers  to  such qu es t ions  

w e  are m u c h  better p laced to  unders tand 

m o re  a b o u t  c o m m u n i t y  v u ln e ra b i l i t y  to  

the im p a c t  o f  a g iven  hazard event.

The Austra l ian  G eo log ica l  Survey O r 
g a n is a t io n  in i t ia te d  w h a t  is c o m m o n l y  

k n o w n  as the  C itie s  P ro je c t in 1996 to  

im p rove  o u r  unders tand ing  o f  geohazards 

and the  risks the y  pose to  o u r  e x is t in g  

and fu ture urban com m un i t ie s .  The C ities  

P ro je c t  w o rk s  c lo s e ly  w i th  a s im i la r  re

search p rog ra m  co -o rd in a te d  by the Bu

reau o f  M e te o r o lo g y .  Both  p ro jec ts  re ly  

h e av i ly  on co l la b o ra t io n  w i th  em ergency  

managers, State and Local G ove rnm ents ,  

un ive rs i t ies ,  eng ineers,  p lanners  and the 

genera l p u b l ic .

M o s t  o f  the  c o l le c t io n s  o f  h is to r ica l  

d isaste r  i n fo rm a t io n  I have  fo u n d  are 

m a in ta in e d  by  n a t io n a l - le v e l  agenc ies  

w i th  a focus  on  the hazard p h e nom ena .  

C o l le c t io n s  w h ic h  
c o n ta in  de ta i l  on the 

con se q u e n ce s  o f  the 

d isaste r  at a loca l  

leve l  are m u c h  

ha rde r to  f ind .  There 

are, h o w e v e r ,  a fe w  
o u ts ta n d in g  e x a m 

ples such as the c o l 
le c t io n  m a n a g e d  by 

the  N e w c a s t le  Re

g io n  L ib ra ry  re la t ing  

to  the 1989 quake.

Loca l  l ib ra r ies  

are an o b v io u s  and 
ideal c o l le c t io n  po in t  

fo r  in fo rm a t io n  on 

the  loca l  e x p e r ie n c e  

o f  disaster events . Li

b ra r ian s  are w e l l  

e q u ip p e d  to  seek, o r 

gan ise  and m a in ta in  

the e c le c t ic  range o f  
m a te r ia l  tha t  is o f  

va lue  to  a w id e  range 

o f  d isaste r  re sea rch 

ers. The loca l  l ib ra ry  

is a lso a soc ia l  and 

c u l tu ra l  focu s  in the 

c o m m u n i t y .  W h e r e  

be t te r  to  focus  loca l  

stud ies,  e s p e c ia l ly  

g iven  tha t  d isasters

are in v a r ia b ly  d e f in in g  m o m e n ts  in a 

c o m m u n i t y 's  histo ry .

I am keen to  establ ish a pa r tne rsh ip  

be tween the C ities P ro jec t and the l ibra ry  

c o m m u n i t y  to bo th deve lop  a stronger fo 

cus on the im po r tan ce  o f  h is to r ica l  in fo r 

m a t io n  on  the loca l  disaster exp e r ien ce  

and  to  set in p la ce  som e g u id e l in e s  to 

fo l lo w  w h e n  the next local disaster strikes 

so tha t  the best and most usefu l c o l l e c 

t ion  possib le  can be establ ished.

If you  are in te res ted  p lease c o n ta c t  

Ken G ra nge r ,  A G S O  C it ies  Project , 

G P O  Box 762, B r isbane  4 0 0 1 ,  e -m a i l  

kg ra n g e r .a g s o @ b o m .g o v .a u , te le p h o n e  
0 7  3 2 3 9  8 6 7 1 ,  fax 07  3 2 3 9  8 6 7 9 ;  or 

c o n ta c t  D r  M a r io n  Le iba, A G S O  Cities 

P ro jec t ,  G P O  Box 37 8 ,  C an b e r ra  C i ty  

2 6 0 1 ,  m le ib a @ a g s o .g o v .a u , te le p h o n e  

02  62 4 9  93 55 ,  fax 02 62 49  99 8 6 .  ■
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Australian 
Library and 
Information 
Association

ALIA Board 
o f Education

C a ll  f o r  n o m in a t io n s  o f  3  m e m b e r s

N om inations are called fo r  3 positions. Nominees m ust 
be financia l members o f the  Association a t the  tim e  o f 
nom ination, how everthey need no t be professional members.

There are ten members of the Board of Education, seven elected 
by members of the Association and three by General Council. At 
least seven members of the Board must be professional members, 
the president of the Association is ex officio and the executive 
director is a non-voting executive member.

There shall be a minimum of 3 practitioners (persons working in 
the field of libraries or information services) and 3 educators on 
the Board (persons teaching library or information science). Terms 
of office of 3 members of the Board end on 31 December 1998. 
2 members are to be elected by members of the Association and 
1 member by General Council to hold office from 1 January 1999 to 
31 December 2001.

Nominations must be in writing, be signed by 2 financial members 
of the Association, include the consent in writing of the nominee and 
be accompanied by a 100-word current curriculum vitae (giving 
full details o f academic and professional qualifications) and a 
100-word statement of professional concerns. The curriculum vitae 
should be arranged under headings of Present Position, Previous 
Positions and Professional Activities.

A colour portrait photograph must be included.

Nominations close at 5pm on 1 August 1998 and should be sent to 
the executive director, ALIA, PO Box E441, Kingston 2604, e-mail: 
enquiry@ alia.org.au

Further details are available from the ALIA executive director, or from 
h ttp ://w w w .a lia .org .au/nom inations/board.o f.education.htm l
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