Sunset Diary 14 - August 2006

Elapsed time since 21 October 2005: 
42 weeks

Journey distance from Sydney: 
21,100 kms, plus 3,700 on train, 4WD

Tropical North Queensland
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We struck it lucky with weather in Cairns; at this time of the year, warm and dry is the norm but following the passing of two cyclones, “Larry” in late March and “Monica” in April, the rain has hardly stopped.  We arrived in last week of July, stayed for 10 days and enjoyed the longest spell of dry weather in Cairns this year.  For accommodation we camped four days at a delightful spot on the Barron River, Lake Placid, 15 kms to the north of Cairns; three days at a campsite close to town with several groups of rather noisy youngsters and then final three nights at a pleasant backpackers, Geckos, right in town.  Highlight of our stay for Sabine was a day’s snorkling on the GBR (Great Barrier Reef). 
Cairns has an official population of 120,000, about two-thirds the size of Hamilton, but the first impression is that it is at least two, if not three, times the size of Hamilton.  Tourism is big business and in full swing at this time of the year.  At least 30 big jets pass through the airport each day.  We were struck by how much more reasonable prices are in Cairns than in the Outback over the past couple of months.  Petrol, fruit, vegetables and food generally are much lower and The Australian newspaper even sells for its regular price of $1.20 and not loaded with 50 or 100% surcharge as in Alice Springs and Darwin.  

Innisfail, about 100 kms south of Cairns, is the centre of the Australian banana industry and the whole crop was wiped out by cyclone Larry.  Imports are banned and bananas now sell for $18 per kg but furthermore apples cost $5 per kg; commentators explain that the shortage of bananas has increased demand for other fruits, raising their prices too.  I heard on the radio that bananas in Auckland are selling for NZ$0.99 per kg (imported from Phillipines).  Mark Vaile, Deputy PM and Trade Minister, recently returned from the failed Doha Round free trade talks in Paris complaining about European, American and Japanese intransigence over agricultural subsidies; Australia’s own protectionist policies seem to be ignored.
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Innisfail pub; still missing much of its roof lost to cyclone Larry
A builder on the radio commented on the huge size of new houses being constructed – he said the norm these days seemed to be 1000 sqr metres and he was even involved in some as large as 2000 sqr metres.  I thought our house in Hamilton at 180 sqr metres including the double garage was rather large for two people, but it seems modest by Australian standards.  
We left Cairns in the second week of August and headed south through the sugar cane country, first to Etty Beach and then to Cardwell, the transit point for five days on Hinchinbrook Island and the Thorsborne Trail.  Etty Beach, just south of Innisfail, was hit by the full force of the cyclone and it was fascinating to hear the description and see the photos of the caravan park owner about their evacuation and return; terrifying days she will remember for the rest of her life.
Hinchinbrook Island is special; we took it easy on the 32 kms of the Thorsborne Trail taking five days instead of the usual four.  We were fortunate to get on the Trail – the Parks Dept limits numbers to a max of 40 at any time.  When I first went to the Parks office in Cairns, the Trail was fully booked for the whole of August.  Sabine came along later that day for us to work out a Plan B at another Park, and during the day someone had cancelled and some slots became available which we quickly took.  Very pleasant, easy walking, stunning views over pristine beaches with 1000 metre mountain backdrops and some lovely camp sites.  Particularly memorable was the crystal clear full moon on 9th August and the very high high tide which at 10pm lapped to within a couple of metres of our tent in the bush at the edge of the beach.
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Nina Bay, our first night’s camp on Hinchinbrook Island
The weather is quite cool further south so we are reluctant to leave the tropics too quickly.  After Hinchinbrook we spent two more days in Cardwell before riding 150 kms south through intensive sugar cane country to the “capital” of North Queensland, Townsville (pop, 150,000).  The Labor leader, Peter Beattie, has called a State Election for Sept 9th so that will dominate news here for the rest of our time in Queensland.  By the way, Queensland itself is 6 times the size of New Zealand but has a smaller population, 3.8 million!!      
Townsville, QLD
17 August 2006  

[image: image1][image: image4.jpg]


[image: image5.jpg]


