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POST DISASTER STUDY-M ORNINGTON ISLAND

Eddie McLachlan, a PhD student with the School of Indigenous Austrdian Sudies
and the Centre for Disasters Sudies at James Cook University, carried out a brief post-
cydone study on Momington Island between 19" and 23 of March this year.

The purpose of this trip was to meke initid contact with loca people on Momington
Island and conduct a questionnare survey in the community. The questions in the survey
were in relation to cyclone Abigal which passed over the island and the main township of
Qununa, on Monday 26" of February 2001 It was hoped data from the survey would provide
informetion about what action loca residents and authorities took before and after the cyclone
struck. Also as the survey was being undertaken, it was hoped that the student could establish
contact with loca community identities in anticipation of further work within the conmunity
later this year.

This fidldwork will ultimetely form part of a larger PhD research project, and it is
hoped if appropriate, data from this report will be incorporated into the student’ s thesis. The
project entals examnation of the qudities and virtues of survival and endurance that form a
pat of the preparedness and recovery in remote communities during times of disaster. The
experiences, dtitudes and cultura vaues of the indigenous people are of primary concemn in
identifying and improving appropriate educationa, preparation, shdter and evacuation
strategies. The previous experience and history of the cyclone impact is as inmportant a part of
the study as the recording and measuring of awareness and preparedness for future events.

M ornington I sland

Momington Island is an isolated conmmunity, located in the Quif of Carpentaria,
approximately 125km north west of Burketown, 200km west of Karumba and 444km north
of Mt Isa It comprises an area of about 700 square kilonetres, and is the largest of the
twenty-two islands which form the Wellesley group in the QuIf. Located in the southem half
of the Carpentaria Qulf, reasonably close to the mainland, a a glance geographicaly, the
island appears to be in a relatively sheltered position. However this is not the case as over
the years Momington has felt the direct effects of numerous tropica cyclones and has been
consistently exposed to extreme weather conditions from cyclones in the vicinity. The
reason for the island’ s vulnerability is that its locetion is in an aea that is subjected to the
forces of the seasond nonsoon activity that occurs in the north of Austrdia during the
annual wet season period. The island is aso flat, there are no mountain ranges or other
significant geographic features to take the full force of strong weather conditions. Located
on the south side of the island, Qununa is sheltered somewhat by the island’ s landmess from
the winds of northerly stors, and Denim Island offers some protection from winds blowing
from the south. However, the town would be exdremely vulnerable to a cyclone coming in
from a westerly direction. The island has a population of about 1200, nost of who are
indigenous and reside in the main township of Gununa which is on the southem side of the
island.

Snce the ealy pat of this century, Momington Island had been managed under the
provisions of the Queensland Aborigines Act by the Uniting Church. A Presbyterian mission
with a school was established in 1914, and four years later a dormitory system was set up for
the children attending school. A few of the missionary buildings ae still standing, the

2



guesthouse is in fact the old missionary’ s residence and a conmunity library is housed in
what was the old church building.

After protesting against the Queensland Govemment’ s decision to adopt control of
the island in 1978, the community, with support of the Commonwedth government, reached
an agreement with the state government for sef-govemment via a local authority later that
year. Under this sef-autonomy, the community developed a series of enterprise activities
including cattle fams, bakery, handicrafts and a guesthouse. These days there are meny
community services which were initited and ae menaged by locds and provide
enployment to a number of residents. Public utilities in Gununa are well developed with
reticulated power, water, sewerage and storm water drainage. Education to junior secondary
level is available, but there is no access to TAFE or tetiary education. The mgority of
people are enployed in tertiary (conmunity services) areas. The Mormington Shire Council
provides the bulk of the work for most of the men, through genera labouring jobs and other
speciaised services such as mechinery operators and truck drivers.

Cyclones

Sories from elder residents attest to cyclones being a frequent event, and they have
become regarded as a part of the naturd cycle of the Momington lifestyle. Indeed, the elder
residents who took pat in the survey spoke of past cyclones and pointed out that Abigail
was not one of the nost destructive that has hit the island. According to the elders and
others, the last relatively recent cyclone to cause significant damege was Ted in 1976.

Queensland Bureau of Meteorology records showed that on 16" December 1976,
cyclone Ted developed in the northemn reaches of the Qulf of Carpentaria. It noved south-
west, then changed direction to south-east which put it on a course to hit Momington Island
on the aftemoon of Sunday 19", and then crossed the coast near Burketown that evening.
Bxensive property damege estimeted at about $8 million, was caused a the Momington and
Burketown communities. Although 700 people on Momington were left honmeess,
fortunately no-one lost ther lives or sustained serious injuries. Houses in the old village that
was situated dong a low sandy shoreline section of the settlement were constantly subjected
to annua flooding. As a result, new residentid buildings were built on the higher ground
where they now stand today.

Cyclone Abigail

On Saturday 24" of February this year a around 10am cyclone Abigail formed
60km east-northeast of Cairns in the Coral Sea off the north Queensland coast. It proceeded
westward and crossed the coast as a category 1 Cyclone 30km northwest of Cairns at
approxinetely midday on the 24", After reaching land, Abigal weskened into a rain
depression and noved westward overland as a low until it reached the waters of the QuIf of
Carpentaria about twelve hours later. Once it reached the warm waters of the Qulf, the low
system intensified, and a 5am on Sunday 25" of February, Abigail reformed into a category
1 cyclone 120km northeast of Momington Island and was observed by weather authorities to
be heading towards the island. Before it reached Momington it deepened further into a
category 2 storm, and a around 7pm that evening, the eye of tropica cyclone Abigall passed
over the island township of Qununa. Shortly after it passed Momington, the cyclone rapidly
intensified once again to a category 3, but when it crossed the coast near the Queensland-
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Northern Territory border at about 2am, February 27", it had weskened to a category 2
After reaching land, Abigail decreased to a rain depression and rmoved further inland to the
Northem Territory and eventualy dispersed. A couple of residents noted that after the eye of
Abigal had passed over Gununa, the winds coming from the opposite direction appeared to
be noticeably stronger. This was confirmed later by weather authorities as ther instruments
showed that anost immediately after crossing Momington, Abigall rapidly deepened to a
category 3 cyclone. Those who did notice the increase expressed some concemn that perhaps
the officia waming system had underestineted the cyclone intensity.

Warnings

Mornington Island recelves advice on naturd disaster procedures from the District
Manager' s office of the Queensland Counter Disaster and Emergency Services, which is
based in Mt. Isa. The office covers most of the area in the lower QuIif of Carpentaria,
including Burketown, Doormedgee and Momington Island, and over the years a system of
disaster preparedness and recovery, with Mt. Isa as the base, has been established. State, and
local govemments, as well as the local conmrunity councils are involved.

The mgority of the residents received informetion and wamings about cyclone
Abigal from household radios and television, and these people aso informed famly and
ratives who did not have these facilities aout the cyclon€ s nmovements. Most people
interviewed sad that not enough locd informetion was given in the officd waming
messages before the cyclone inpact period. However, the ratings for television and radio
wamnings broadcast by the Bureau of Meteorology were rated mainly fair to good, as were
the emergency services during the storm

Preparations/ Previous experience and length of residence

Due to loca knowledge, most residents expected a cyclone to either pass by or hit
Momington this year, while those not from there, mainly non-indigenous workers, expected
it because of the physicd location of the island. Consequently, the mgjority of people had
made some pre-cyclone preparations but there were some who waited until it was certain
that Abigall was heading towards the island before they reected, and inplemented disaster
precautions like buying tinned food and candles, storing water and cleaning yards of loose
rubbish. Those people who fdt ther houses would not be safe, noved into relatives whose
buildings were considered nore secure for the duration of the storm, then retumed home
after Abigail had passed.

Most long-term residents did not expect a storm surge to affect the town, because the
cyclone gpproached from the opposite side of the island. It was felt by some with loca
knowledge that when cyclones and storms approached from the north, ther winds do lose
some strength on initid inpact with the coastline, and is further weskened as they nmove
across the island’ s landmess. Gven these circunstances it would aso be logicadl to assume
that the sea surges caused by cyclone winds primenly affected the northem shores and
would have little if any, inpact on the southem parts of Momington.

Cyclone Damage
















SUMMARY OF MAJOR IMPACTS
Most residents got informetion and wamings about cyclone Abigal from radio, television
and family.

When it becanme clear that the cyclone was going to strike the town, people tended to gather
in famly houses that were seen as the strongest construction-wise. They mey have been
crowded, but they only had to stay until the cyclone blew over-two to three hours at the
most.

Through experience, al loca people expected a cyclone to ether pass by or hit Mormington
this year, while those not from there, mainly non-indigenous workers, expected it because of
the physicd location.

Because they were expecting a cyclone, most residents had mede sonme preparations but
some waited until it was confirmed it was heading towards the island before they brought
tinned food and candles, stored water and cleaned yards of loose rubbish.

From experience, nost residents did not expect a storm surge to affect the town, because the
cyclone approached from the opposite side of the island. In fact the state of the tide had
nore to do with it.

None of the houses in town suffered any serious effects. Minor household dameges were
reported such as losing breeze-catchers and solar panels. The mgor damege to nost
properties was trees in the yards losing leaves and branches and some being blown over.

All the houses lost power and water for some period of time, ranging from a couple of hours
to two days.

Fom surveys nost people would have evacuated if requested to, preferably to an evacuation
centre.

Most people sad tha not enough inforetion was given in the officid waming messages
before the cyclone impact period

The ratings for the wamings put out by the Bureau of Meteorology were rated mainly fair to
good, as were the emergency services during the storm

Most residents agreed tha the cyclone tended to bring the conmunity together, especialy
during the cleen-up afterwards. People helped each other clearing yards and generdly talked
about how they fared when the stormstruck.






