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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

According to the Bureau of Meteorology (2005), a severe tropical cyclone is 

an intense, low pressure system of sufficient intensity that can produce gale 

force winds of at least 118km/h.  In addition to their extreme winds, cyclones 

produce extensive rainfall and storm surge, which can cause wide spread 

destruction to coastal areas (Anderson-Berry 2003).   

 

These tropical depressions generally form over warm ocean waters during the 

monsoon season, which ranges from November to April (Anderson-Berry 

2003).  They can vary enormously in intensity, speed and a number of other 

factors, which requires them to be categorised so that these factors can be 

easily distinguished (Anderson-Berry 2003).  In Australia, five categories have 

been assigned to cyclones, with Category 1 being the least destructive and 

Category 5 being a disaster (BOM 2006).  The difference in intensity and 

damage for each category is outlined in the table below.  

Table 1: Cyclone Category Descriptions (Australia) 

 



 

 

Although meteorologists and researches suggest that the past century has 

been quiet in terms of cyclone events (Anderson-Berry 2003) figures from the 

Bureau of Meteorology (2005) website states that an average of ten cyclones 

develops every cyclone season, with at least six of these crossing Australian 

coasts.  Furthermore, records show that since the 1880s, when cyclone 

recording began, Far North Queensland has experience 47 severe tropical 

cyclones that have resulted in millions of property loss and approximately 393 

deaths (Callaghan 1998). 

 

1.2 Cyclone Larry 

On the 17th of March 2006, the Bureau of Meteorology (2006) began to 

observe a tropical low over the eastern Coral Sea.  By the early hours of the 

18th of March this low had developed into a Category 1 cyclone.  From then, 

Cyclone Larry continued to intensify as it moved west toward the Far North 

Queensland Coast (BOM 2006).  Between 6:20am and 7:20am on the 20th of 

March, Cyclone Larry crossed the coast near Innisfail (see Figure 1) as a 

Category 5 Cyclone with winds of up to 200km per hour, causing wide-spread 

destruction to the region (BOM 2006).  From here it continued to move further 

inland, weakening until early morning on the 21st when it again became a low 

depression (BOM 2006).   

 
 

 

 

 

Figure 1 – Locality Map - Innisfail 



 

 

The impact of Cyclone Larry on the infrastructure of the region was 

devastating, with more than 50% of homes damaged, 35% of private industry 

damaged and 25% of government buildings, such as school, were destroyed 

(BOM 2006).  Electricity and water was lost for up to weeks for some areas 

and several areas were isolated due to flooding.  Fortunately, little storm 

surge damage occurred due to the cyclone crossing at neap tide and 

therefore, only overtopped the highest astronomical tide (HAT) by a small 

amount (BOM 2006).   

 

As part of the disaster response team, a group of five researchers, from the 

Centre for Disaster Studies, travelled to Innisfail to carry out post disaster 

studies.  147 household surveys were carried out face to face, with over 200 

people being interview, in order to obtain vital information into the 

preparations, feelings, activities, communication, etc. involved in the event of 

a disaster.  This was done in order to provide information to emergency 

planners into the successful management of disaster situations (King and 

Goudie 2006).





 

 

This data was then analysed in terms of when and what preparations were 

made and how adequate these preparations were, peoples feelings and 

reactions during the cyclone, and previous experience of cyclones, to help 



 

 

 

In the early hours on the 18th of March 2006, the Bureau of Meteorology 

declared that the tropical low situated of the North Queensland coast had 

intensified into a Category 1 cyclone (BOM 2006).  It is interesting then to see 

that almost 30% of the Innisfail residents (see Figure 1) did not make the 

necessary preparations until late Sunday afternoon (19th March 2006).  A 

further 20% made their preparations on Saturday and only 11% made 

preparations before Saturday, which suggests that the pre-cyclone and 

warning preparation advises are not adequate.   
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Although, over a quarter of the survey sample did nothing to prepare, Figure 3 

shows that almost 75% of the residents thought that their preparations were 

adequate, 9% excellent and only 14% said their preparations were poor or 

fair.  These results however, could be biased due to the most affected 

residents not being interviewed. 

 

The results show that despite the warning and pre-cyclone information 

available most people made their preparations late and a surprising 25% 

didn’t prepare at all.  Despite this and the devastation that was caused in 

Innisfail and the surrounding towns, 75% of residents thought that their 

preparations were adequate or Cyclone Larry. 

 

3.2 Cyclone Experience 
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Figure 4 



 

 

Cyclone Larry was the first severe cyclone to cross the coast since Cyclone 

Rona in 1999.  However, in terms of the Innisfail area and the devastation 

caused, Cyclone Winifred, in 1986, was the last Cyclone, which caused 

similar destruction in the region (BOM 2006). 

 

From the household surveys, over 66% of the residence had experienced 

Cyclone Winifred.  However, 19% had no cyclone experience and therefore, 

may have had little knowledge as to how to prepare and what to do. 

 

3.3 Feelings about Cyclone Larry 

Figure 4 shows, the nearly 40% of the residents didn’t become concerned til 

Monday morning when Cyclone Larry actually crossed the coast. A further 

30% became concerned on the Sunday and the remaining either was 

concerned very early or not concerned at all.  
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The above figures show that 25% of people felt scared during the cyclone, 

which was expected. A surprisingly large number of people felt prepared and 

calm.  About 10% of people didn’t take it seriously and a small proportion 

even felt angry about the cyclone.  This could also suggest that warning 

systems are not portraying the real risk of these events and therefore, people 

are not taking it serious enough. 

 

Figure 7, however, shows that no matter what the feeling was 50% of the 

residents increased their preparation actions due to these feelings, a further 

20% took no action and another 20% stayed calm so as not to frighten others.  

These feelings are expected during any disaster, and this could be due to past 

experience or lack thereof. 

 

3.4 Preparations and Feelings in terms of Experience 

Before looking at how experience affects people’s feelings and preparations, it 

is important to understand how people feel during cyclones in terms of when 

they made their preparations.  

Table 1: Time of beginning preparations 
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the risk as minimal, which caused them to make little or no preparations.  

Also, majority of the sample made late preparations in terms of when 

warnings were issued, which suggests that communication is lacking as 

residents are advised to prepare before the cyclone season. 
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APPENDIX - Survey Instrument  
Number:  
1. Where did you get information from on how to prepare for this cyclone season?  
2.. At the beginning of this cyclone season did members of this household discuss the 
possibility of a cyclone affecting you this year?  
If yes, what sort of household emergency plan did you have for such an event?  



 

 

27. Is your property insured for cyclone damage? a) Yes, House only b) Yes, Contents 
only  
c) Yes, House and contents d) No  
28. What was the effect of Cyclone Larry on your workplace?  
29.What was the effect of Cyclone Larry on your community's amenities and resources?  
30. How much rainwater came into your house? How did it enter? About how much (a 
cup, a bucketful)? What damage (if any) did that rainfall cause?  
31. Was your floor covered by floodwaters? If yes, by about how much? (Specify if there 
is a business as well as a residence)  
32. What did you and members of your family do to shelter and protect yourselves during 
the passage of Cyclone Larry.  
33. Do you have any pets?  
If yes, what did you do with them during the time that Cyclone Larry threatened the area? 
34. During the passage of Cyclone Larry the Weather Bureau issued regular cyclone 
advice messages. Is there anything about the delivery of these messages that members of 
this household believe could be improved?  
35. Did the messages contain the information that you felt you needed?  
Were they easy to understand? Were they too technical? (extra Question) 
36. Please add any additional remarks you would like to make regarding the advice 
messages put out by the weather bureau.  
37. What was the effect of Cyclone Larry on you personally?  
38 What did you learn from your experiences that may help others facing a natural 
disaster threat?  
39. Have you previously experienced a cyclone? (which ones and where)  
40. Is there anyone in this household who has special needs?  
If yes how were their needs met during the passage of the cyclone?  
41. Suburb  
42. Visual observation of damage  
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