
Case Study: Tropic Fields

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
Robert and Joycelyn Sikes 40ha property, 
Tropic Fields, is located in Bungundarra 
(near Yeppoon in the Livingston Shire of 
Queensland). They purchased the land in 1989 
and have spent the last 32 years developing 
the property. 

Property statistics

• The Sikes’ primary crop is mangoes, with 
4500 trees on the property (Honey Gold, 
Kensington Pride, R2E2 and Keitt). 

• The rich volcanic soil on the property 
also supports crops of custard apples, 
passionfruit, avocados and a few cattle.

• Once the fire broke through, it damaged 
1600 young (1-2 years) Honey Gold 
mango trees along with irrigation 
equipment, mains powerlines and fences. 

• After two months, 500 of the mango trees 
had died and were replaced. 

• Four weeks after the fire, smoke and 
water stress caused a premature fruit 
drop across the property, resulting in a 
high crop loss. 

• Damage estimates (including the crop 
loss) were around $320,000. 

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

Robert and Joycelyn Sikes pictured with their destroyed mango orchard 
(Photo from The Morning Bulletin copyright)



Course of action
Further away from the bushfire’s origin, and with 24 
hours warning to prepare for the fire, the Sikes were able 
to reinforce their fire breaks and do some back burning 
at the edge of their property. Robert, a Fire Warden with 
his local Rural Fire Service, is experienced in using fire as 
a management tool. This undoubtedly reduced the fire’s 
intensity, although it still broke through, causing damage 
to an orchard of 1600 Honey Gold mango trees. 

The Sikes were reluctant to prune or remove the damaged 
trees without first allowing them an opportunity to 
recover. Instead, they focused on quickly re-establishing 
their irrigation systems to get water to the trees. 
Fortuitously, the Sikes already had replacement irrigation 
on hand for a new avocado orchard they were planning 
and could source generators until mains power was 
restored. They also sought expert advice through local 
agronomist; in the absence of time or resources to take 
soil, leaf and fruitlet testing, it was recommended they 
apply a foliar spray to the damaged trees and a restorative 
soil nutrition program through their fertigation (once it 
was reinstated).  

Three to four weeks later came a second blow with 
a premature fruit drop from a large number of trees 
elsewhere on the property.  The trees, which were well 
away from the fire front, had sat in smoke for several days 
and may have been impacted by ethylene. Unfortunately, 
the dropped fruit had a low sugar content and could not 
be salvaged. 

Within two months, many of the damaged mangoes had 
re-shot. But 500 of the 1600 damaged trees died and 
were replaced. Dead materials were also pruned from 
the recovering trees at that time

Lessons Learned
Although Cyclone Marcia in 2015 was more destructive 
than the Cobraball fire, Robert stated that the bushfire 
was far more traumatic. “With the cyclone, we just sat in 
the house, with the fire we felt obliged to fight it.” 

Robert has purchased a 25kVA generator and is now 
more proactive in maintaining fire breaks and firefighting 
equipment on his property. “I’ve cleared some of the 
property to reduce fire risk and slash more regularly than 
I used to.”

Consequences
In addition to the immediate losses of trees, fruit and 
equipment (valued at over $320,000), two years of lost 
production have cost the business an estimated $143,000.  

One of the immediate challenges for production is dealing 
with trees at different stages of development within the 
same orchard. However, these issues will resolve within 
3-4 years when the replacement trees reach maturity and 
bear fruit. Without a doubt, this was a better financial 
option than removing all the damaged trees soon after 
the fire and has secured Tropic Fields a partial crop in the 
interim. 

Robert advocates for better fire management, such as 
expanding existing cool-burn programs to reduce fire 
loads and increasing fire break sizes around mature 
timber conservation areas. In a conservation block 
adjacent to his farm were 18m mature trees. With only 
a 10m fire break, this was an insufficient buffer for his 
property. He would like to see a fire break double the 
height of the largest trees to protect both conservation 
areas and adjacent blocks.  

Key take home messages from the Sikes’ first-hand experience…
• The importance of local knowledge and fire training cannot be understated.
• Re-establish power and irrigation as quickly as you can.
• Seek expert advice and work with what you have – save what you can, and replenish your plants and soil.
• Not all damage will be immediately visible. 
• Networks are essential for resilience and recovery; share your learnings and experiences and listen to others. 

The Sikes were initially reluctant to prune back their trees wanting to see if they would recover first
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