
Case Study: Daly Creek Orchards

The Cobraball bushfire took place in November 

2019. The fire destroyed 22 homes, 60-80 sheds, 

12,000 hectares of grazing, agricultural and 

bushland, impacting 275ha of horticultural 

land. It had immediate impacts of $10M on the 

horticulture industry, including $1,829,038 of 

mango and $1,090,213 of lychee production.

Introduction
Jack, Rae and their son, Eddie Cowie, run Daly 
Creek Orchards located in Bungundarra (near 
Yeppoon in the Livingston Shire, Queensland). 
The Cowies have lived in the area for over 45 
years. In 2019, Jack and Rae were gearing up 
for retirement, so the timing could not have 
been worse.

Property statistics

• 32ha of orchards; 

• Daly Creek mainly produced lychee 
varieties including Fay Zee Siu, Salathiel, 
Baitangying and Kaimana Baitangying;

• Additional crops included longans, 
custard apples, sapodillas, soursops and a 
mixed tropical fruit orchard with over 100 
species of trees;

• The Cowies lost one entire orchard and 
80% of a second - 1200 lychee trees 
were destroyed, along with 100% of their 
lychee crop;

• Lucky not to lose their home or sheds, 
the fire destroyed 15km of irrigation and 
mains powerlines and 4ha of overhead 
netting and frames.

Commodity Value ($)
Mangoes 1,829,038
Lychees 1,090,213
Pineapples 6,179,795
Bananas 84,256
High Value cropping 388,487
Dryland cropping 138,441
Avocados 206,759
Macadamias 176,867
TOTAL 10,093,856

Table 1: Horticulture industry losses following the Cobraball bushfire in November 2019

Daly Creek’s lychees immediately following the fire –  
the fruit was only 6 weeks from harvest



Course of action
All the pumps were switched on as the fire approached 
to ensure the water tanks were full.  Rae packed two 
vehicles to evacuate, with Jack and Eddie (an SES 
Controller) deciding to stay and fight the fire. An action 
that undoubtedly saved their house, four sheds, adjacent 
tropical fruit orchard, and some other properties in the 
nearby area.

The number one priority following the fire was to restore 
irrigation. However, this proved impossible with mains 
power cut to the property and access limited for many 
weeks. The fire had even burnt the solar pump on the 
dam. 

The netting wire was removed and rolled up to avoid 
future issues when the site was ready for replanting. 

The Rockhampton North Rotarians - of which Jack is a 
member - and some local SES members helped cut down 
the damaged trees with chainsaws.  The trees were high-
stumped 2-3 feet above the ground, with diluted water-
based paint applied to the stumps to prevent sunburn. A 
chipper was on-site for two months.  

Sadly, the trees phloem, cambium and heartwood had 
been destroyed because the fire was so hot (+1000ºC). 
But protecting them against sunburn, should the trees 
have been able to recover, was a sensible precaution. 

Unable to restore irrigation, the trees were then left to 
fend for themselves.   

The Cowies made the most of their devastating situation 
by planting marcots between the stumped trees and 
improving the property by adopting better producing 
fruit varietals. Fitzroy Nursery donated 250 Erdon Lee 

marcots, and other lychee varieties planted included 
Baitangying and Kaimana; excellent fruiting plants, less 
susceptible to wind or other damage. Seven hundred 
trees have been replanted, with 200 marcots prepared 
for next season (August 2021).  

Eventually, 50-60% of the damaged trees sent up root 
suckers. The best suckers were selected and trained as 
new trees, demonstrating exceptional growth of between 
1.8-2.4m. Early signs have been promising, with some 
already flowering. Jack will monitor these to see if they 
will provide an interim crop until the new marcots start 
fruiting.

Lessons Learned
Looking back now, Jack doesn’t believe he would do 
anything differently. “We learned that trees with thicker 
bark, like mangoes and jackfruit, did better post-fire. The 
longans have re-shot and are flowering again this year, 
while the sapodillas and soursops have done less well.” 

Consequences
The Cowies’ 2019 lychee crop was expected to bring in an 
income of $250,000, and it will be 2023 before the new 
trees are mature enough to start fruiting again.

Jack feels that the fire provided them with an opportunity 
to improve the property from a financial perspective. 
“Instead of looking at the fire and saying woe betide 
me, the fire forced us to change, improving the farm. In 
another 2-3 years, we’ll be back on top.”

Key take home messages from the Cowie’s first-hand experience…
• The importance of local knowledge and fire training cannot be understated.
• Networks are essential for resilience and recovery.
• Re-establish power and irrigation as soon as you can.
• Work with what you have – save what you can, and quickly remove barriers like damaged wire, 

fences, netting and contaminants, and if possible.
• Use the opportunity as a re-set.

Daly Creek’s high-stumped lychee trees after the Cobraball bushfire
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