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Individual and community resilience to natural disasters: a comparison of 
bushfire and drought events in Victoria 
 
Abstract 
 
This paper compares individual and community resilience to bushfire and drought 
events in Victoria. Qualitative research was conducted using focus groups and key 
informant interviews in two Victorian case study areas in 2010. A totaI of 68 
interviewees were asked about their experiences of each event, including those most 
or least affected, the effectiveness of support services and whether communities 
were better prepared for future events. Bronfenbrenner’s conceptual framework of 
influences was used as the theoretical lens with which to analyse participant 
responses. The bushfires generated individual and community resilience whereas 
the drought tested individual resilience but did not appear to build community 
resilience. We conclude that there is a need to build community networks before and 
during times of drought, and to focus on the well being of town residents not just 
farmers. In bushfire prone areas, newcomers need to be identified and offered 
support before, during and after a fire event.  
 
Keywords bushfire, community, disaster, drought, resilience, women 
 
Introduction 
 
This paper describes research findings into community experiences of Victorian 
drought and bushfires as components of a project funded by the Commonwealth 
Department of Climate Change and Energy Efficiency, led by James Cook 
University. The research aims to investigate individual and community beliefs, 
behaviours and policies that support community resilience to disaster events. Case 
studies of cyclone and flood events in Queensland were also researched (see Boon 
et al. 2012; Stevenson et al, 2012 in these proceedings).  
 
Resilience has been variously defined depending on the level of analysis, for 
example, individual, community or ecological system. Most definitions incorporate a 
stressor and the notion of adaptation and return to pre-stressor levels of functioning 
(Norris et al. 2008).Because climate change impacts involve both rapid and slower 
onset stressors, the resilience definition adopted here is: ‘‘a process linking a set of 
adaptive capacities to a positive trajectory of functioning and adaptation after a 
disturbance’’ (Norris et al. 2008: 130). This definition can be applied to either 
individual or community resilience. 
 
Conceptually, the simplest and most common level of investigation is individual 
resilience. Most studies indicate that individual resilience is partly a trait and partly a 
dynamic process and is promoted by two groups of generic factors: 1) personal 
attributes such as social competence, problem solving, autonomy, self efficacy and 
sense of future or purpose and 2) contextual, environmental influences such as 
peers, family, work, school and local community (Boon et al. 2012). In contrast to 
individual resilience, community resilience is described differently in various studies 
and defined more loosely. Adger (2000) defines social or community resilience as 
the ability of communities to withstand external shocks to their social infrastructure. 
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Social resilience like ‘individual resilience’ must take into account the economic, 
institutional, social and ecological dimensions of a community (Adger 2000). 
However, Norris et al.(2008, p. 128) argue ‘‘a collection of resilient individuals does 
not guarantee a resilient community’’.  
 
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory (2005) provides a suitable framework of 
analysis to explore resilience at individual and community levels because resilience 
has repeatedly been found to rest on relationships between social and community 
infrastructure factors (Luthar 2006; Walker and Salt 2006). The use of this framework 
enables the consideration or measure of influences of microsystem, mesosystem, 
exosystem and macrosystem factors upon an individual’s resilience, irrespective of 
whether it is seen as a trait or as a process (Figure 1). Furthermore, these traits can 
be explored in the context of different disaster events. Bronfenbrenner (2005) 
structures an individual’s social context into five areas; 

 
(a) Microsystem—where the individual participates directly. 
(b) Mesosystem—where members from different microsystems interact with each 
other independent of the central individual. 
(c) Exosystem—entities and organisations that might be accessed by the individual 
or their family. 
(d) Macrosystem—the politics, views and customs that represent the cultural fabric 
of the individuals’ society. 
(e) Chronosystem—time as it relates to events in the individual’s environment. 

 

Macrosystem
Societal, Cultural, Political, 

Welfare,                                                                                   Economy 

Individual

Exosystem

Community

based

services

Microsystem

family

neighbourhood workplace

Media

church

hospitals

C
h
ro
n
o
sy
st
em

Mesosystem

 

Figure 1 Conceptual scheme of Bronfenbrenner’s systems and their interactions (Boon et al, 2012) 

 

287



 

Most empirical studies relate to single natural disaster events such as earthquakes, 
hurricanes, floods, tsunamis, landslides, fires, and drought (Alston 2006; Carroll et 
al. 2011; Chamlee-Wright and Storr, 2009; Chang, 2010; Sharp et al. 2009). Few 
studies have compared community and individual experiences of different types of 
disasters. Rapid onset events such as bushfire generate an immediate emergency 
management response, as well as mandated mitigation strategies to build 
community resilience (Bushnell and Cottrell 2007; Erikson and Gill, 2007; Stelling et 
al. 2010). Slow onset events such as drought may allow an individual or community 
the opportunity to more readily adapt to impacts as the event unfolds (Alston and 
Witney Soanes 2008; McEachern 2009).  Hence, there may be distinct differences in 
how individuals and communities respond or adapt to different natural disasters.  
 
Berger (2005) used Bronfenbrenner’s framework to develop an application to build 
community resilience and reduce trauma in disaster-affected individuals. Berger 
(2005) concluded that adopting a multi-systemic approach was effective, not only in 
dealing with individuals and families, but also in changing the mood and functioning 
of the community. This paper compares community experiences of rapid onset of 
bushfires and the slower onset of drought in Victoria, using Bronfenbrenner’s model 
to compare individual and community resilience to both events.  
 
Bushfire and drought case studies 
 
Bushfires 
Southeastern Australia including the state of Victoria is acknowledged as one of the 
most fire prone areas in the world (Bradstock et al. 2012).  Prior to the 2002/03 fire 
season, two of the defining fire events in Victoria were Black Friday in January 1939 
and Ash Wednesday in February 1983. To this list are now added the Eastern 
Victorian Fires of 2003 (Indian, 2007), the Tolmie/Mansfield fires of 2006 (Sharp et 
al. 2009) and the devastating fires on Black Saturday, February 7, 2009, where 
many lives were lost (North and Bainbridge 2010).  
 
The bushfire case study centres on Beechworth in North East Victoria where rural 
communities experienced major fire events in 2003 and 2009 (Figure 1). Beechworth 
district lies within the Shire of Indigo, a predominantly rural area, including the 
townships of Beechworth and Yackandandah, and localities of Eldorado, Stanley, 
Bruarong and Wooragee which were all affected by the bushfires (Figure 2).  
Although towns were spared, there was considerable loss of property, livestock and 
wildlife, and two human deaths.  
 
Drought 
The drought case study was focused around the regional town of Bendigo, 150 km 
northwest of Melbourne, in north central Victoria (Figure 1). It is the third largest 
urban centre in the State. The City of Greater Bendigo, like many areas across 
Australia, had experienced a significant dry period over 13 years with some of the 
harshest water restrictions in Australia. According to the City of Greater Bendigo 
Drought Impact Survey (Kippen and Talbot, 2009) irrigation farmers were struggling 
with the drastically reduced irrigation water entitlements, while dryland farmers were 
repeatedly faced with crop failures due to lack of follow up rains. Rural landholders 
interviewed in 2008 (Thwaites et al 2008) were making a conscious effort to cope 
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with reduced rainfall and water availability. They were identifying new water supplies 
such as groundwater bores, capturing more surface water by cleaning out and 
expanding existing dams, installing tanks and improving water use efficiency by 
installing pipes and troughs. The pressures of drought create financial and emotional 
stress which can result in a reluctance to get involved in community activities, which 
in turn leads to increased isolation and depression (Alston and Whitney Soanes 
2008). According to Alston (2006) women experience the stress of drought in very 
different ways to their men folk, and they are often invisible in their struggle to cope.  
 

 
 

Figure 1 Location of Bendigo and Beechworth case study areas 
(Map Source: wwp.greenwichmeantime.com) 

 

 
 

Figure 2 Beechworth district areas affected by fires in 2003 and 2009 
  

Beechworth 
Bendigo 
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Methods 

Qualitative research was conducted in 2010 involving 20 key informant interviews 
and 8 focus group interviews with 48 people, (a total of 68 people) across the two 
sites as shown in Table 1. Key informants were selected from various government 
and non-government organisations experienced in disaster management including 
emergency management, human services, health and welfare, financial counselling, 
community development and environmental management. Key informants were 
interviewed first to assist the research team identify key issues and relevant groups 
to interview based on their experiences with the fire and drought events.  

Women made up the majority of respondents due to the positions they filled in 
government services, local businesses, and community groups. Some of the focus 
groups were mainly women due to their interests and availability during the day. This 
provided an opportunity to explore the role and responses of women in disaster 
preparation and recovery.  

 

Sector No of people 

Beechworth 

(BC) 

No of people 

Bendigo 

(BD) 

Gender 

(F/M) 

Totals 

Council 5 2 3F/4M 7 

Business 6 3 6F/3M 9 

Government (health, 
welfare, emergency 
environment) 

3 9 9F/3M 12 

Community group reps (eg 
Sustainability, Landcare, 
Neighbourhood centre) 

3 4 5F/2M 7 

Property owners 23 10 22F/11M 33 

Total 40 28 45F/23M 68 

 

Table 1  Interviewees by location, sector and gender 

Using semi-structured, open questions, interviewees were asked about their 
experiences of each event, including who and what helped them, those most or least 
affected and whether in their opinion, communities were better prepared for future 
events. Interviews went for 1-2 hours, were recorded and transcribed. Data were 
analysed by identifying, coding and categorising the primary themes (Bryman, 2004; 
Hay, 2005).  

In the results below, respondent quotes are coded as (KBD* or KBC*) for Key 
Informants and (FGBD* and FGBC*) for Focus Group respondents. BC=Beechworth, 
BD= Bendigo and *= number of respondent or group. 
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Results 

The fire events built individual and community resilience at all levels  

The qualitative findings showed that over the two fire events of 2003 and 2009, 
individuals and communities had built resilience to coping with bushfires at all levels 
(micro, meso, exo and macrosystems). People’s experiences of the bushfires around 
Beechworth generated a consensus that individuals and families (the microsystem) 
need to be self sufficient to stay and fight fires. Even if there is plenty of support at 
the exosystem level from fire brigades, police, health services or insurance 
companies, the view was that one could not rely on them to be there at crucial 
moments. This meant having the capacity to be self sufficient when utilities fail, with 
reliable equipment to defend properties. People spoke of having battery operated 
radios, old style telephones, good fire pumps and water supplies, tough clothing and 
boots. Taking preventative action, having prior warning of the fire, and time to clean 
up and move animals were all part of tackling the fire with confidence.  
 
“I think it’s better to be self reliant. You can trust yourself, you know where things 
are. You know how to deal with all those things...” (FGBC2) 
 
“...if you’re not experienced enough or capable enough, I mean in our case with my 
husband’s state of health we would have been a potential burden. They would feel 
they would have to come and try and save us, whereas they could let the house 
go...” (FGBC1) 
 
Prior experience with fires was seen as an important factor in having individual 
resilience to such events at the microsystem level. Knowing what to expect gave 
people a sense of confidence and allowed them to relax somewhat even during the 
event; 
 
“We knew we were fine. We’ve been through it before and know what to expect, 
what to do…” (KBCI2)  
 
 “The people who coped best were the people who have done the preparation to be 
aware of what may happen and can take some action to alleviate the situation. The 
people that I found have been the worst affected emotionally hadn’t had experience 
with fires before and had no preparation.” (FGBC4)   
 
Long term farmers were described by most respondents as resilient due to their prior 
experience and practical skills. According to some respondents, farmers see fire as a 
part of life, something that comes and goes, as do floods, droughts and storms. They 
are used to looking after themselves and they ‘just get on with it’.  
 
“I grew up on a farm and you know, you were told; keep an eye out on those days, 
and don’t leave the property. It’s a sort of responsibility; for yourself, your family, your 
community, your livestock. We had a different way of thinking. We took it very 
seriously. So, you grew up and it was a part of your life.” (KBCI8) 
 
Those seen as most vulnerable to fire events were newcomers, the elderly, children 
and those in the direct front of fighting fires. New landholders from urban areas were 
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thought of as lacking rural knowledge and skills, and being needier. “...they have a 
different way of thinking – more likely to be expecting someone to come and help 
than the farmers (KBCI6)” Community services interviewees also identified those 
people who were unable to process their experiences as less resilient; 
 
“... we see a lot of people where once the adrenalin rush is over they start to move 
into that second stage of coping, which is quite stressful. The first stage is just ‘got to 
get something done’, whatever you’ve got to do. Once you actually get out of that, 
it’s got something to do with the long term focus on recovery. Some people stay in a 
very heightened sort of mind set, so their anxiety and everything stays quite 
heightened, and I think that those people don’t start coping until that stops...  
(FGBC4) 
 
Many interviewees felt that the help and support of family, friends and neighbours 
(micro and meso system) during the fire event was crucial. Not only did physical help 
make it possible to save their homes and farms from burning, but the presence of 
others gave them opportunities to sleep, eat and relax during the days of watching 
and waiting.  
 
“...we had some friends and (friend’s) dad and uncle. They were fighting the fire and 
I was back at the house with the girls filling their fire trucks and making sure 
everything was right at the house...” (FGBC2)   
 
Community support (emotional and physical) was vital to recovery of individuals and 
small towns (meso and exosystems). There was agreement that communities had 
strengthened as a result of fires, with better communication, improved response and 
risk reduction strategies, and a stronger community spirit. 
 
“Personality wise, friendship wise, even people that you’ve hardly met and talked 
together, we’re closer because we’ve got things to talk about and a commonality. I 
think that’s made us stronger...” (FGBC3) 
 
Phone calls and messages of goodwill from outside the community (the exosystem) 
were also greatly appreciated, giving people a psychological boost and allowing 
them to counter some of the negative media affecting the region. 
 
“... there were people ringing and checking that Beechworth was okay and that I was 
okay, and that was very humbling...  It was also a good opportunity for me because 
being in the Chamber (of Commerce) and the Chamber is very involved in getting 
the message out to the community that Beechworth - to the tourists in Melbourne - 
so I’m using these networks to say ‘Please spread the news that we’re okay’,...”    
(FGBC3) 
 
Many participants had attended some form of state government funded Fire 
Recovery activity, such as community barbeques, concerts or trips away (exo and 
macrosystem influences). Although the subsequent spending of the Bushfire 
Recovery funding was severely criticised, most people expressed their appreciation 
of the activities which brought people together, encouraging them to talk and to 
share an enjoyable experience.  
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“I went on one of those weekends down to Lorne and it was lovely... it was three 
hundred women and I enjoyed it very much, and it was very sobering for me 
because everybody I spoke to had lost their home...” (FGBC2)   
 
Service provision at the macro and exosystem levels following the most recent 2009 
fires was seen as having improved considerably compared to the 2003 fire event. 
The 2009 fires and the Bushfires Royal Commission resulted in many legislated 
changes to planning and operations from CFA to local, state and federal government 
levels. One example given was the Country Fire Authority realigning its management 
boundaries to coincide with local government boundaries for smoother operations. 
The creation of Emergency Management Teams including police and emergency 
services, local council and state agencies such as the Department of Human 
Services, means that responses are now co-ordinated across agencies, with 
responsibilities clearly defined.  
 
One particular tool that highlights the influence of macro and exosystems on 
individual and community resilience is the Vulnerable Persons Register.  It provides 
support for vulnerable people, their carers and families to plan and prepare for fire, 
and enables a rapid response when emergency action such as evacuation is 
necessary. 
 
“...it’s a strategic thing, also if there’s a bad weather week they will be contacted by 
an appropriate person for the council or whatever and say ‘Have you enacted your 
plan?’ And if they haven’t got a plan I think the program was to contact the carer or 
contact the relatives and say ‘We haven’t got a plan. This is your mum and dad, or 
whatever, do you think we need something?’.” (FGBC4) 
 
Respondents were unanimous that most individuals and communities affected by the 
fires are now better prepared to face future fire events. Individuals and households 
have upgraded their equipment, their management systems and their fire plans as a 
result of their fire experiences.  
 
“... we’ve put in a wall phone now, we’ve put another tank in for the bore water and 
we’ve got them both full, we’ve got generators. We’ve got generators to make power 
in the house so we can have some light - we had nothing. We’ve put sprinklers on 
the roof all as a result of this...” (FGBC1) 
 
The 2009 Black Saturday fires and the Bushfires Royal Commission had resulted in 
significant improvements to community infrastructure such as fire refuges and 
neighbourhood safer places, the equipment, operation and management of the CFA, 
and communications capacity. Community members lobbied successfully for 
improvements to telecommunications infrastructure, in particular the new Stanley 
communications tower. 
 
 “We’re better prepared, like to spend more money on the infrastructure of the CFA. 
And the communications people spent money on phones to improve those... I think 
we’re better prepared because the ABC and the communication people are working 
on the shortcomings...”  (FGBC3) 
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Local government and state government agencies have shifted their focus to fire 
awareness campaigns reduce, more timely responses, maintaining community 
mental health and creating a more co-ordinated ‘big picture’ approach. 
 
Drought tested individual resilience but did not build community resilience 
 
The Bendigo interviews revealed differences in individual and community resilience 
to drought compared to fires in relation to Bronfenbrenners spheres of influence. At 
the microsystem level, individuals were coping with prolonged water restrictions, loss 
of gardens, lack of feed for livestock, reduced finances, emotional stress and a 
feeling of losing control.  
 
“When people saw dead trees, or noticed that the quality of the sports ground was 
deteriorating, it depressed them. There was a sense of lost control, that they no 
longer had the ability to maintain their garden the way they wanted to” (KBD21) 
 
“It just went on and on, it used to break my heart every morning to look out and see 
that it was another clear sunny day and the ground was just so barren” (FGBD1). 
 
For some urban residents, it significantly increased their workload. A great deal of 
time and effort was devoted to capturing every drop of water and carting it to save 
plants and water livestock. There was an increase in back and shoulder problems 
caused by the carting of water – particularly with elderly people (and women more 
specifically). Having to keep water up to stock also meant that people couldn’t get 
away from their properties for a break. People had to buy more mulch, water tanks, 
and the cost of replanting took its toll.  
 
One key informant talked about people who had bought lifestyle properties, thinking 
they would invest their superannuation in it and get a small return from some 
agricultural enterprise. “But it had gone horribly pear shaped because of the drought. 
They might have been growing vines, olives etc, and the drought meant they had no 
water and all their hopes and superannuation disappeared.” (KBD11) 
 
According to those working in welfare roles, the impact of the drought on farmers, 
small towns and businesses had been enormous. Most respondents thought that full 
time farmers were impacted heavily by the prolonged financial and emotional stress. 
Several landholders talked about having to destroy stock, and the emotional impact 
that had on them and their families. “It is really stressful if you love your stock and 
care for them” (FGBD4). One ex-farmer talked about the impact of the drought on 
children. They found it difficult to afford education as they did not qualify for support 
“We had quite a fight for Austudy when our children went to Uni. Things were very 
tight, and they were saying, ‘but you you’ve got all that land’,  you have to make an 
income off that land. We ended up in a court case in Melbourne to fight our case” 
(FGBD4)   
 
People didn’t openly seek personal support because they didn’t want to be seen as 
dependent. As one respondent said “…a lot of families had never had to confront an 
emergency and admit that they weren’t coping, and we knew they weren’t coping” 
(KBD9). Despite these issues, people with a farming background were thought to 
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have a greater level of resilience and capacity to weather the tough times, as we 
found in the fire case study. 
 
 “I think it’s the resilience of the Australian people, they’ve had it pretty tough in the 
past and it comes through. The farming community particularly, and Bendigo is really 
full of farmer people, and they’ve all had to tough it out”. (FGBD3)  
 
Interviewees talked about how people adapted to the drought with support from local 
community organisations, council and state government (meso, exo and 
macrosystem support).  The smaller landowners, particularly those with shared 
interests such as horses, helped each other source fodder and to cover the cost of 
transport. For farmers, there was support from all levels. A livestock feed co-
operative (mesosystem level), “saw it as our job to source fodder for our members” 
(KBD1) as part of their ethos to support its members through the tough times. The 
co-operative “supported a lot of our commercial farmer members through the drought 
financially by way of giving them things that they needed and carrying the debt until 
they could come good”. (KBD1) The experience of the co-operative was that not one 
of their customers failed to pay their debts.  
 
The Rural Financial Counsellor interviewed pointed out that one of the most 
important programs for the farming community was ‘interest support’ – it kept banks 
from foreclosing on properties (exosystem). The counsellor also talked about the 
importance of the $20,000 grants that were given to irrigation communities. “The 
grants in irrigation communities were relatively easy to get but was critical to the 
economic survival of small businesses in the community” (FGBD2) 
 
People sought information on how to manage gardens, which species were drought 
tolerant, how to feed stock, where to access feed, and how to manage paddocks. 
The Department of Sustainability and Environment (DSE) ran ‘Smartwater’ 
workshops for gardeners and weed management workshops for landholders 
(exosystem), the Bendigo Equine Industry Cluster (mesosystem) ran workshops on 
how to feed stock in the drought. Some residents changed to drought tolerant 
gardens with support from gardening clubs (mesosystem). According to a health 
service key informant, women got a great deal of satisfaction out of learning about 
natives plants.  
 
“The group members were mostly women in their 70’s. They saw their native 
gardens as being part of a network that supported the wider environment, created a 
refuge for native plants and animals. They created a corridor through Bendigo which 
isn’t really recognised” (KBD2).  
  
In 2000, the Victorian Department of Primary Industries hosted a program called 
‘Smart Gardens’ which provided urban communities with information on water 
regulations, rain water reuse, using tanks and grey water (exosystem). The severity 
of the restrictions had left people stranded and they wanted all the information they 
could get. As one respondent indicated, “Three hundred people turned up…the 
department was shell shocked!” (FGBD2). 
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Overall, most people interviewed felt that individuals had become more resilient to 
drought. People changed the way they garden, the way they manage their 
properties, and the way they view water as a resource.  
 
“We’ve had drought, fire and now flood. Had the lot.  It doesn’t get easier having 
experienced these things before, it just tests your resilience” (FGBD1). 
 
Although the drought had been a focus for collective action in all sorts of ways – 
gardening groups and neighbours supporting each other, not everyone felt they had 
become more connected as a result of the drought. There was government and 
private sector support at the exosystem and macrosystem levels, but less evidence 
of collective, community resilience than the fire case study. Respondents explained 
that it was difficult to maintain community groups and networks due to the constant 
workload at home. 
 
“It was difficult to run meetings because people wouldn’t come on watering night, or 
they would have to leave early to get home to water, which was affecting people’s 
lives and careers. How those watering restrictions ran our lives!” (FGBD3) 
 
The nature of the drought, grinding on from year to year makes it difficult to maintain 
community support networks and consistent services from government. For 
example, during the drought years from 2000, the number of rural counsellors in the 
region increased from three to eight. Because the drought went on for so long, 
government funding had a stop-start effect on employment, resulting in a high level 
of turn over as contracts ran out and counsellors moved on. The issue of building 
trust within a community was continually being compromised. Smaller landholders in 
particular appeared to fall through the government support net, being ineligible for 
financial assistance and not seeking counselling. The council officer responsible for 
drought relief said; 
 
 “I didn’t come across these people at work, probably because they’re not networked 
in as much. I don’t think they came in to counselling and we didn’t go out to them” 
(FGBD4) 
 
In terms of being better prepared for future droughts, there were mixed responses. 
Whilst some respondents thought individuals were more aware; “If it happens again 
we’ll all have a sense of how far our water will go – we probably won’t do things 
differently but we won’t get so paranoid about running out of water” (FGBD2), others 
weren’t sure that systemic change had occurred across the community.  Some felt 
things would slip back when water was abundant again.  
 
According to the Rural Financial Counsellor, the farming community is better 
prepared, because more farmers now have business plans that include risk 
management. However, people were more likely to leave their properties as a result 
of drought than fires. “Some people have been hanging on and hanging on, waiting 
for that change, and finally realised they had to sell” (FGBD3). “I personally didn’t 
think of leaving, but I know several farmers who have left farming as a direct 
consequence of their experience of the drought. It was just too hard.” (FGBD4). 
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Conclusions 

Our research has shown that fire events can quickly generate community cohesion 
which supports resilience during and shortly after the natural disaster. The influence 
of support services at the meso and exosystem levels is crucial to enabling local 
communities to respond and recover. Carroll et al. (2011) and Sharp et al (2009) 
also found that fires often act as a ‘galvanizing’ influence on communities. However, 
these studies also reported social conflict and loss of trust arising from 
dissatisfaction with agency decisions and actions, some of which persisted several 
years after the fire event. Boon et al. (2012b) also report community criticisms of 
emergency organisations that did not consult with local people during the Ingham 
floods in 2006.  

Although this was not significant in the Beechworth case study, there were remnants 
of disagreements with approaches taken in the 2003 fires. The improvements made 
at the exosystem level in emergency management response to the 2009 fires were 
highly appreciated by local communities and provided a stark contrast to what 
happened in 2003. This change gave people a feeling of confidence in their ability to 
manage future fire events.  

Individual resilience to bushfires appears to build more slowly over time as people 
learn how to prepare, respond and recover from fires. At the micro and mesosystem 
levels, support from friends and family are paramount to enable individuals to cope 
with major fires. This was also the case with the drought case study and cyclone 
case study (Stevenson et al. 2012). Conversely, newcomers who lack close support 
networks were seen to be more vulnerable and less resilient to both fires and 
drought. In bushfire prone areas, newcomers need to be identified and offered 
support before, during and after a fire event. 
 
The drought severely tested individual resilience over a long period of time but did 
not appear to build community resilience despite numerous government support 
programs, conferring with Norris (2008) that individual resilience does not 
necessarily build community resilience. We conclude that although slow onset 
disasters like drought allow more time to adapt practices, people are less likely to 
seek help and join community networks due to fatigue and potential depression from 
the relentless conditions. Hence, efforts need to be made to build and maintain 
community networks before and during times of drought, and to focus on the well 
being of town residents not just farmers.  
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