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Kangaroo Island Bushfire Recovery
Kangaroo Island, like most of Australia, is regularly 
impacted by bushfires during summer.  While most 
bushfires are much more localised, the summer of 2019-
20 saw an unprecedented bushfire event that seriously 
impacted Kangaroo Island.

Lightning strikes on 20 December 2019 started the 
Duncan and Menzies fires; more lightning strikes on 
30 December started the Ravine fire. After several 
weeks of fire activity, the bushfire zone was declared 
contained on 21 January 2020 and safe on 6 February 
2020. Hundreds of firefighters were involved and 
supported by other agencies, private industry, and the 
local community.

The bushfires burned 211,474 of the Island’s 440,500 
hectares. Of the burned land, 113,046 hectares had 
been used for primary production with the remainder 
native vegetation.

The 2019-20 summer bushfires on 
Kangaroo Island were the largest 
in the island’s recorded history 
and burnt more vegetation than 
any fire on the island.

Tragically two people lost their lives. The large-scale 
fires damaged or destroyed homes, businesses, 
livestock, grazing land, forestry, crops, machinery, and 
infrastructure. Thousands of head of stock, domestic 
animals and wildlife were lost, together with several 
iconic tourist venues.

The western end of the Island, home to the 
internationally renowned Flinders Chase National 
Park, was heavily affected by the bushfires, with 96 
per cent of Flinders Chase and the adjoining Ravine 
des Casoars Wilderness Protection area burnt. Much 
of the infrastructure in Flinders Chase National Park 
and surrounding areas was destroyed, including 

the Rocky River visitor centre, heritage cottages, 
campgrounds, toilets, walking trails and picnic areas, 
together with significant tourist accommodation 
infrastructure outside the Park. 

Heritage sites such as lighthouses and cottages 
were saved at Cape du Couedic and Cape Borda. 
Eleven of the Island’s national parks were directly 
affected by the bushfires, resulting in some closures 
for human health and safety reasons. Six parks were 
unaffected and were able to continue providing visitors 
with opportunities to experience the Island’s nature 
and heritage. 

By its very nature, the Kangaroo Island community is 
strongly connected to the Island’s environment and 
has a great understanding of its importance. It also 
understands that fire is a given risk, and collectively 
has decades of knowledge of and experience in 
managing this ever-present threat. The extraordinary 
2020 fire event challenged that knowledge and there 
has been significant effort made to capture and record 
local knowledge gained during that summer for future 
preparation and preparedness. 

Kangaroo Island’s recovery is well underway. 
The community has been supported by many 
organisations and individuals including the Red Cross, 
wildlife caring organisations, BlazeAid and many 
volunteers.  Businesses have re-emerged and grown 
to meet the demands of domestic visitors while 
international tourism has been in abeyance. 

Nature is a dynamic multi-tasker.  
Nature can adjust and process so 
quickly and subtly that we are not 
always aware of what is happening. 
Dr P Rismiller, Pelican Lagoon Research and Wildlife Centre.
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Many areas have now reopened and there is much 
to be learnt in exploring those areas recovering from 
fire, where we see the true resilience of nature and 
landscapes. New shoots are visible on eucalyptus trees 
and other vegetation across Flinders Chase National 
Park. The recovery landscape is constantly changing, 
look around as you walk…see the taller first plants that 
pioneered after the fires and our newer emerging 
plants now starting their own recovery journey.

Burnt trees that are still standing have become havens 
for insects that feed birds and small mammals. These 
trees also protect recovering vegetation and stabilise 
soil against erosion. Fallen burnt trees provide new 
homes for smaller animals, especially reptiles. Much 
work is being undertaken to fully understand the 
impacts of the fires on many species and habitats 
across the landscape, for more information contact 
the Kangaroo Island Landscape Board.

Fire is a natural reset button for nature, and it is not 
slow to respond.  The fascinating and dynamic process 
of nature’s recovery is something that really should 
be seen to be believed. Visitors to the island seeing 
the recovering landscape will have little doubt that 
the island is bouncing back. Birdsong is deafening, 
kangaroos and koalas are content, flora is flourishing, 
and the community is closer than ever. 

  


