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Koala History

“ . . . Populations of Koalas are known from areas adjacent to the Eden Management Area. 
There is a well documented population in Vacant Crown Land near Numerella. A koala was 
removed from a utility pole in Numerella township in November 1996 (Cooma Express, 
November 1996) by NPWS personnel. The SEFCC Koala survey team located koala scats in 
this area in 1997 (Allen, pers.com). (Shields, J. 1999)

“ . . . The data from this study suggests that the Numerella Koala population spreads 
least from the Numerella/Countegany Road southwards for approximately 15 km. Other 
evidence suggests it is likely that there is a low density Koala population stretching from 
north to south for at least 50 km. ”   (Allen and Pietsch 1999) 

 The NPWS Wildlife Atlas (downloaded 7-9-2015), lists 466 Koala records in the Cooma -Monaro 
Shire. In contrast to previous versions observer names have been removed, because many were 
found to be false. For reasons that are unknown, most of the locations have also been changed. The 
map below indicates Koala records in the shire prior to1997 from the year 2000 version (green 
crosses) and the most recent version (blue dots) of the NPWS Wildlife Atlas.  

Based on the original dataset,  the pre 1997 extent of koala occurrence was 104, 233 hectares. This 
area appears to have reduced in the south of the shire, within the Eden Regional Forest Agreement 
area, where die-back associated with dry weather and drought has been reported (Jurskis and 
Wamsley 2011).                                                                                                                                (2)



As indicated in the map above,  the first SAT surveys during 1997(green 'w' )  located koala faecal 
pellets along a gully to the south-east of Numeralla. These were thought to be the first surveys 
undertaken in the area however, the Wildlife Atlas indicates OE&H and State Forests records on the 
same day and in the same gully during 1991.

The second SAT surveys were undertaken in 1999 (blue crosses) and the locations are associated 
with three other pre 1997 OE&H 'default sightings'. 

“ . . . On the basis of the preliminary site inspection and the distribution of previous 
Koala  records,  eight  areas  were  selected  for  sweep surveys  for  Koala  faecal  pellets 
(Figures 1a & 1b). This included the main drainage system to the west of Numerella 
Mountain (Search Area 1). Surveys in April and May 1997 by the same survey team had 
located pellets just before and after a severe fire had swept through this area. . . . 
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Koala  evidence  was  found  in  all  eight  survey areas.  This  success  demonstrates  the 
effectiveness of the search methods when undertaken by an experienced team such as 
those participating in this survey. This success, and the extensive nature of the anecdotal 
evidence gathered by the survey team, suggest that numbers may be higher than in any 
other of the known populations in the Southern and Eden districts.  This is  probably 
because  in  recent  decades  the  level  of  disturbance  encountered  by  these  Koalas, 
including  intensive  logging,  is  lower  than  that  experienced  by  any  other  known 
population in SENSW.”  (Allen and Pietsch 1999) 

The same survey team was not used during the 1997 and 1999 surveys and while it is suggested 
that a lower level of disturbance could explain perceptions of higher koala numbers, another 
explanation may be a lack of disease and associated complications (Stalder et al.2015), that may 
constrain breeding.

“ . . . The rugged terrain, the scattered nature of the active sites in most areas searched, 
and the low activity levels at  almost all  of the active sites assessed, all suggest that 
breeding associations are small and widely scattered and that some, or indeed most of 
the active sites located in the survey may be those of dispersing young.” (ibid)

In 2001 Glen Fergus State Forest, where koala faecal pellets were located during the 2010-2012 
RGBSAT surveys, was renamed Coornartha Nature Reserve as part of the Southern Regional 
Agreement. However, it would seem that if koalas had been in this area when it was State Forest, 
the now Forestry Corporation may have suggested this area for surveys, rather than vacant crown 
land nearby. Carlaminda State Forest, as indicated in the map above, was within 6km of an active 
site located during the 1999 SAT surveys, but this former State Forest has seemingly disappeared 
off the map.

RGBSAT surveys

“ . . . The first phase of this fieldwork was undertaken between November 2010 and 
December 2012 and was undertaken primarily to inform fuel reduction operations planned 
by the NSW Rural Fire Service (NSWRFS). The second phase, undertaken between 
February 2012 and September 2013, aimed to inform those developing the Comprehensive 
Koala Plan of Management for the Cooma Monaro Shire Council. This latter part of the 
study was funded by the NSW Environment Trust.” (Allen 2014)

While noting the 5 year time frame between the first surveys and release with the draft CKPoM is 
almost a koala generation.  The nine month overlap for surveys aimed at informing fuel reduction 
burns(?) and those funded by the NSW Environment Trust for the CKPoM, could create uncertainty 
about who was paying for what. This would seem particularly the case given the most recent 
surveys where also undertaken in Badja State Forest, where koala faecal pellets were located. 

It is also apparent that despite FCNSW's koala records in Badja State Forest dated 1999 and 2010 
and a 1991 OE&H  record at the same location as FCNSW's 1999 record, there is no mention of 
koalas, or surveys in either version of the Harvesting Plan for compartments 2079 and 2081 
(FCNSW 2013).

“ . . . However, effective management requires all relevant agencies to share in the overall 
responsibilities for koala habitat and Council will seek the support of Government Agencies 
in managing the Cooma-Monaro koala population, particularly with respect to those 
elements of the Plan that fall outside Council’s responsibility, or are beyond the scope of 
Council resources.” (Martin and Phillips 2015).

Crown lands are outside Council's responsibility, however there is a reasonable expectation that 
government agencies should be leading the way, rather than just looking after each other.             (4)



The RGBSAT approach to data collection has great utility. This utility needs to maximised so 
variables being recorded inform management aimed at  maintaining and improving koala habitat. 

Tree species preferences

The following tables provide data on trees from the 1999 SAT surveys (Allen and Pietsch 1999) and 
the draft CKPoM. The adjusted strike rate in the first table has been added for clarity.

Table 2:  Preferred tree species in Numerella Koala survey April 1999

Tree species Total 
sampled

No.  with 
kfp

Strike 
rate

*Adjusted 
Strike rate

E. dives 103 8 0.08 7.8 %
E. macrorhyncha 18 1 0.056 5.5 %
E. mannifera 18 0 0 0
E. pauciflora 16 3 0.188 18.75 %
E. rossi 50 8 0.16 16 %
E. rubida 3 1 0.33 33 %
E. viminalis 92 12 0.13 13 %

As indicated strike rates for the most sampled species in1999, namely E. dives, E. viminalis and E. 
rossi are similar to recent surveys. While there is value in understanding which trees koalas are 
likely to utilise in any given area, arguably of equal interest are the reasons an increasing number of 
trees are no longer utilised by koalas.

Habitat classification

 According to the Harvesting Plan for Badja State Forest Harvesting Plan for compartments 2079 
and 2081 (FCNSW 2013), E. viminalis (Manna Gum)Eucalyptus cypellocarpa (Mountain Grey 
Gum) and Eucalyptus maidenii (Maiden’s Gum) apparently do occur in the east of the study area.

However, while two of these species are preferred in a small area of the South-east Corner 
Bioregion,  whether these trees were found with pellets during the RGBSAT surveys is unclear. In 
the absence of this evidence inclusion of the latter species as Preferred Koala Food Tree species 
could raise confusion.                                                                                                                        (5)



Indeed, in the absence of sufficient justification for their inclusion, it could be seen as an attempt to 
fit in with the generally poor, Approved Recovery Plan for the Koala (Phascolarctos cinereus). 
(DECC, 2008). 

Genetics

“ . . . Koalas at Eden are morphologically intermediate between Queensland and Victorian 
koalas (Jurskis and Potter 1997). Their genetic diversity is similar to other natural 
populations and greater than the diversity in artificial populations (ibid). . . There is no 
indication that any alleles or genetic heterogeneity amongst the southeast Koalas are 
significantly different than any other free ranging population. (Shields 1999)

“ . . . It is recommended that more surveys be undertaken to increase knowledge of the 
distribution  of  the  Numerella  Koalas  and  to  gather  further  data  to  enable  robust 
statistical analysis of preferred browse species. Genetic studies should be undertaken to 
1) assess the relationship between this population and others in SENSW and Victoria; 
and 2) ascertain the level of inbreeding with this population.” (Allen and Pietsch 1999) 

“ . . .  Analysis of DNA samples revealed that two genotypes of koalas exist within the 
study area with samples from the southern section (including Numeralla)  being of a 
different genotype to those collected from the north of the Chakola Fire Trail.
Both populations contained haplotypes that were also found in the koala populations in the
Strzelecki Ranges in south eastern Victoria and those in the greater Sydney area. However, 
there was no overlap of haplotypes between the population in the study area and the coastal 
forest population to the south east (D. Phalen pers. Comm.).  . . .  Further research in this 
field may reveal useful information about the history of koalas in the study area, and its 
genetic relationships with other populations.” (Allen 2014)

It is now 18 years since uncertainties were raised about the relationship between the north east 
Monaro koalas and others in SENSW and Victoria. At the time, the suggestion that  koalas 
could  have  been  translocated  from Victoria  to  Vacant  Crown  land  around  Numerella  was 
considered to be ridiculous (C. Allen pers.com) and dismissed. As the limited details in the draft 
CKPoM still do not rule out this possibly, talk of further research suggests long term efforts to 
ignore relevant information will persist. 

According to studies of koalas in NSW and Victoria (Lee 2013), koalas in south Gippsland, 
particularly the Strzelecki Ranges, have greater genetic diversity than other  Victorian koala 
populations. The latter being translocated koalas that have been through a 'genetic bottleneck'. 
The authors indicate “ . . . Our results suggest the South Gippsland koalas require an alternative 
conservation management program.” 

With regard to koala populations in the greater Sydney area, genetic information is provided for 
three populations, namely the Blue Mountains, Southern Tablelands and between them the 
Campbelltown/Heathcote koala population. The Campbelltown/Heathcote koala population has 
also been through a genetic bottle neck and it is suggested (ibid) that these koalas require 
alternative management to koalas on the southern tablelands.

The term 'both populations' is used once in the draft CKPoM, however the rest of the document 
implies a single population, with a known history. At best this approach contrasts with the 
generally accepted science about koala evolution. At worst, the casual use of the term 
'population' could be construed as a misrepresentation of the limited facts.
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Geology and soils

“ . . . The main forest types reflect both the topography and soils of the study area, with the 
more fertile alluvial soils (often overlain by sandy colluvial deposits) typically supporting 
the taller forest types dominated by E. viminalis. These community types also appear to be 
associated with sheltered gullies on poorer soils such as Yellow Podzolic soils, which tend to 
be lacking in phosphorus and trace elements (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2012). The 
other main forest types with key dominant species including E. mannifera, E. rossii  
(Scribbly Gum) and/or E. dives are associated with the widely occurring poorer soil types of 
Yellow Earths, as well as Yellow Podzolic Soils. Yellow Earths are associated with old land 
surfaces and are inherently low in fertility (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2012).”

Perceptions of soil fertility are frequently based on agricultural production potential, as opposed to 
the capacity of land to grow trees suitable for koalas. Logically, if 'more fertile soils' have 
E.viminalis growing on them, there is no apparent reason why these trees could not support  koalas 
at higher densities. The fact this appears not to be the case implies other factors, like toxicity, are at 
work.

“ . . . Although clearing for agriculture on the lowland slopes and riparian areas occurred in 
the early years of European settlement there appears to have been no intensive logging in
the area in recent decades, primarily because there are no substantial areas of easily
merchantable timber; . . . Because the eucalypt communities in this area are growing mainly 
on skeletal soils and often on scree on relatively steep slopes the understorey and 
groundcover plants are often widely scattered. Fuel loads therefore are generally low and the 
severity and frequency of fire appears to be less than the escarpment and coastal forests.” 
(Allen and Pietsch 1999)

The main reason why no logging occurred in recent decades is likely to be the generally non 
merchantable timber, the trees generally being too small, even to meet current logging 
specifications. The other is whether trees would grow back and if they did, whether they would ever 
reach the same height. While sedimentary geologies in the area may be similar to some production 
forests, the significant differences are stoniness and soil depth.

The 'scree' observed on slopes is likely to reflect this stoniness and the loss of topsoil and soil 
formation processes since European occupation. These remaining materials are a poor medium for 
germination and create an 'armoured' surface that increases surface water run-off. In addition, water 
penetrating this layer disperses the soils beneath and the generally toxic by-products are transported 
down slope where, coupled with changes to sub-soil hydrology, they have a negative impact on 
trees at lower topographies. 

Mining

“ . . . In the long term it is intended for Kybeyan and Macanally State Conservation Areas to 
become nature reserves, subject to the Department of Industry and Investment relinquishing 
their interest, and therefore management of these areas will also be guided by the 
management principles for nature reserves where possible.” (DECCW 2009)

According to the Wildlife Atlas the first koala records in Macanally State Conservation Area and 
Mount Clifford Nature Reserve  were in 2003. Despite its history, mining potential was not 
indicated in Macanally State Conservation Area during the Comprehensive Regional Assessment 
for the Southern Region. However, up to nine sights were identified in the Kybeyan State 
Conservation Area.                                                                                                                            (7)



“ . . . With test drilling now approved in the Macanally NR it is possible that mining may 
again become a significant issue that those responsible for koala conservation will ne3ed 
(sic) to consider.” (Allen,C. 2014)

Although it is apparent that the status of these areas was intended to provide for mining in the first 
instance, the draft CKPoM doesn't refer to mining although it may be something those responsible 
for koala conservation may wish to consider, particularly with regard to the southern koala 
population. 

Climate Change and Water

“ . . . Several stories link the koala to water, and the agreement reached with the koala spirit 
ancestor that the koala would not be hunted for skins after he removed people’s drinking 
vessels during a prolonged drought that dried up the rivers (Wesson 2003).” (Allen,C. 2014)

Changes to climatic conditions on the Monaro include rainfall distribution as indicated in the graph 
above (Ross,C.2014). In the case of Manna gum die-back, increases to summer rainfall are thought 
to assist the Eucalyptus weevil. While this may well be a factor, another could be that the increased 
summer rainfall has worked to increase sub-soil dispersion, further limiting soil water holding 
capacity up slope and negatively impacting on already stressed trees down slope.

If such issues were a consideration management would be aiming to increase soil formation 
processes and water holding capacity, across tenures at a catchment scale.

Were this the case, eWater CRC, the CSIRO and the National Water Commission have developed   a 
rainfall-runoff modelling framework that would be suitable to assess outcomes in that regard. 
(http://ewater.org.au/products/ewater-source/for-rivers/rainfall-runoff-tool/)

The framework, known as the ‘Catchment Water Yield Estimation Tool’ (CWYET), estimates 
catchment water yield and runoff characteristics in gauged and ungauged catchments, as indicated 
below.                                                                                                                                                (8)



Of course a slightly different approach to managing koalas and their habitat would be required.
In particular, the notion that 'riparian-themed habitat linkages' will somehow assist koalas. 
Alternatively, the decline of riparian vegetation could well reflect the degradation of  actual koala 
habitat in the catchment.

The NSW government takes a similar approach in coastal forests, although in this case it is 
necessary to ignore or down play the extent of this vegetation degraded due to BMAD. 

Koala credits

“ . . . Notwithstanding the existing values, a proposed Koala Credits area must have been 
subject to positive koala habitat management actions (treatments), as described under STEP 
2, List B.
Management Measures
 Weed Control (extent in ha subject to effective weed control - area submitted
must represent total area of original weed infestation that has been subject to
treatment);
 Fencing – entailing habitat protection leading to encouragement of natural
regeneration of Preferred Koala Habitat, encompassing at least 30% PKFTs (extent
in ha of area enclosed and effectively protected so as to exclude stock and feral
browsing animals such as deer, goats and rabbits); and/or
 Demonstrable reduction/management of fire hazard by mechanical means.”

Koala credits and the need to plant trees, raises the thorny issue of whether habitat enhancement or 
habitat creation will actually provide additional koala habitat. There is a general perception that 
excluding stock will enable trees to germinate and grow. However, many trees on agricultural land 
do not seed or germinate in the changed soil conditions, even when  stock is excluded from an area. 
If they do the resulting regrowth is stunted and invariably subject to insect attack.                        (9)



Uncertainties around tree germination, recruitment and growth require more information. 

Die-back

“ . . .The Governments recognise the unique nature of Australia's biota and that the natural 
inter-relationship between native flora and fauna is essential for the health of the forest 
ecosystem.” (Commonwealth of Australia 1992)

Die-back is referred to several times in the main body of the draft CKPoM, although only Bell 
miner associated die-back is specified. In contrast, but consistent with the NSW government's 
general approach, die-back is not indicated as a threat in the appendices (Allen 2014).

As indicated in the map above, issues not canvassed in the draft  provide some of the reasons why 
these koalas could become extinct in the short term. The purple outline approximates the proposed 
koala management area, that includes forested areas mostly within four catchments. 
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The Chakola line approximates the boundary between koalas said to have Victorian DNA and those 
said to have DNA similar to koalas around Sydney.

The areas of woody vegetation north and south of the Chakola line are similar at around 50, 000 
hectares and there is no apparent  physical barrier to the movement of koalas from south to north. 
However, if koalas in the north have Chlamydia and those in the south don't, a biological barrier 
could be in place. Notions that an unencumbered exchange of genetic material between these koalas 
can occur may be rash.

Left bottom of the koala management area (green hatch) and perhaps slightly overlapping it, is an 
approximation of  the extensive area recently defined with Manna gum (E. viminalis) die-back.  

“ . . . Die-back is often associated with insect outbreaks, which may occur when trees are 
under stress. The eucalyptus weevil (Gonipterus sp.) is responsible for repeatedly eating the 
leaves of Ribbon Gums in the Monaro region. The weevil is native to eastern Australia and 
has not been known to have outbreaks in Australia before, so there must be an underlying 
cause of the outbreak.  . . . Although dieback in rural landscapes is often linked to 
agricultural practices and land degradation, in this case both rurall lands and reserves are 
equally affected, suggesting the cause may be on a much larger scale”  Eucalypt Dieback on 
the Monaro, NSW. (Ross,C. 2014) 

In the areas subject to Manna gum die-back attempts are being made to grow other species 
including, Snow gum (E.pauciflora), Candlebark (E.rubida), Apple Box (E.bridgesiana), Yellow 
Box (E.melliodora) and Black Sallee (E. stellulata).

These are the major tree species  identifying “Tablelands Snow Gum, Candlebark and Kangaroo 
Grass Grassy Woodland in the NSW South Western Slopes, South East Corner, South Eastern 
Highlands and Sydney Basin Bioregions”, that was listed as a Critically Endangered Ecological 
Community in 2014. The ecosystem had previously been listed but the revised listing removes 
Manna Gum (E.viminalis) as an identifying species. According to the determination “ . . . 
Tablelands Snow Gum, Candlebark and Kangaroo Grass Grassy Woodland may be distinguished 
from most of these communities by its structure (many of the other communities have a forest 
structure with substantially taller trees), associated tree species and under storey floristic 
composition.” 

To the east, areas of red are forests, mostly at lower topographies, that turn brown during dry 
weather and drought, pink areas apparently turn half brown (Jurskis and Wamsley 2011). There is a 
small area of red forest in the headwaters (southern end) of the Numeralla catchment, where the 
most recent  koala records are dated 1991.

“ . . . The Numerella forest is part of the Tableland forest and woodlands vegetation that 
extends contiguously northwards throughout the Southern region. There is almost a 
contiguous woodland and forest link to the east, through the Kybean range to the Wadbilliga 
Wilderness. A further 20 km to the east is the Dignam’s Creek and Wandella areas where 
consistent Koala records suggest a further breeding association. The lower reaches of the 
Dignam’s Ck area is in the Wallaga Lake National Park where the same survey team that 
undertook the Numerella surveys recently located evidence of a breeding female Koala. This 
location is approximately 10 km from the breeding population in the Murrah/Bermagui 
Forests.” (Allen and Pietsch 1999)
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Immediately to the east of the Numeralla catchment and apparently free from observed die-back is 
the extensive area of highly dissected and very steep  'wilderness'.  It seems likely this area formed a 
historic physical barrier for koalas, preventing movement east or west.

According to the draft plan, one of the tasks is  ' . . .  Preparing and implementing education 
programmes, encompassing encouragement of reporting of koala sightings, road incidents and 
occurrences of vegetation dieback." 

This is to be undertaken by the Koala Management Committee, community groups and 'other 
government agencies'. 

In addition   “ .  . . As an extension of measures provided in s 5.2.1 and s 5.2.2 above, Council also 
will facilitate community reporting of new areas of dieback and provide updates on relevant 
management measures via Council’s website.”
 
The list does not include  the NPWS, Local Land Services, Council, RFS or landholders, but the 
OE&H will provide 'assistance as may be required'. This may be an appropriate direction given the 
aforementionedagencies have little interest in die-back and it is not a consideration in coastal forests 
with koalas (M.Saxton pers comm). 

“ . . . One of the habitat parameters identified in Gruber et al (2014) is tree species diversity 
and there appears to be a relationship between a lack of diversity and disturbance history, 
particularly in areas where E. viminalis occurs. In part this is probably because lower slope 
and riparian areas were mostly cleared and this eucalypt species appears to function as a 
pioneer species and re-establish ahead of other species in woodland/forest regeneration 
processes. We frequently encountered gridsites where E. viminalis occurred as a single-
species stand where activity levels were lower, or nonexistent compared with the grid-sites 
upslope where diversity was higher.” (Allen 2014)

The suggestion that E. viminalis appears to 'function as a pioneer species and re-establish ahead of 
other species in woodland/forest regeneration processes', assumes that regeneration processes still 
function, despite the loss of native species and the inevitable reduction in forest ecosystem health. 

Feral animals

“. . . Predator scats were collected in or near to Search Areas 1,2,4,5 & 6 (Figures 1&2). 
The majority of these were probably those of foxes. The location of scats found, the 
species depositing the scats and the identification of the remains of animals in the scats 
are shown in Table 4. (Allen and Pietch 1999)

Table 4: location and identification of predator scats and their contents
Location Scat identification Content identification

713500/5913500 ?Fox Vulpes vulpes Rabbit Orycctolagus cuniculus
716500/5993500 ?Fox Vulpes vulpes Rabbit Orycctolagus cuniculus
715300/5989700 ?Fox Vulpes vulpes Rabbit Orycctolagus cuniculus
715100/5990100 ?Fox Vulpes vulpes Swamp Wallaby Wallabia bicolor
715600/5993200 Fox Vulpes vulpes Rabbit Orycctolagus cuniculus
717000/5990100 Fox Vulpes vulpes Possum Trichosurus sp.
717100/5992200 Dog Canis sp Echidna Tachyglossus aculeatus

Rabbit Orycctolagus cuniculus
717400/5992600 Pig sus scrofa Pig sus scrofa (fur hair)
715000/5990100 Dog Canis sp Swamp Wallaby Wallabia bicolor
787500/5992600 Dog Canis sp Echidna Tachyglossus aculeatus
713800/5967600 ?Fox Vulpes vulpes Possum Trichosurus sp.
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“  .  .  .  In  regards  to  feral  browsers,  34.5% and  38% of  the  grid-sites  assessed  had 
evidence of deer and goats respectively. This is significantly higher than the results from 
similar studies in coastal and escarpment forests in SENSW.” (Allen 2014)

The 1999 surveys were undertaken prior to the release of khaleesi virus into wild rabbit populations. 
Exactly what form current feral animal control programs take is unclear, however one aspect of 
wild dog/fox control, namely 1080 baiting,  is that it aims to eliminate the foxes main predator, wild 
dogs or dingoes.

As koalas have existed with dingoes for thousands of years, they seem to represent a low threat 
potential. Foxes and cats may also have a low threat potential for koalas, however they threaten and 
in many area have driven to extinction, the native species required to maintain critical ecosystem 
functions, on which koalas rely. 

It is possible that the large proportion of sites with evidence of deer and goat browsing in part 
reflect the lack of dingoes.

The draft CKPoM suggests all stakeholders are to be involved in 'Supporting strategic feral animal 
control programmes'. A similar suggestion was  made for areas with koalas in coastal forests some 
years ago, but it hasn't eventuated.

Fire and firewood

“ . . . Wildfire, and associated human responses is probably the greatest threat facing koalas 
in the study area. Section 2 provides information about the 5 major fires that have occurred 
in the study area in recent decades. As well as burning and injuring koalas during the fire 
event, and disrupting the supply of browse, these fires have degraded habitat by a) killing 
older browse species; b) introducing a shrub-layer into an open grassy woodland; c) 
destroying soil and mulch biota.” (Allen,C. 2014)

While there is little doubt wildfires can kill tree of all ages and degrade soils, the introduction of a 
shrub-layer into grassy woodland could reflect reducing soil fertility. Given fire degrades soil and 
forests growing on soils of lower fertility frequently have a shrubby layer and little grass.

“ . . . The positive relationship that has developed with the NSWRFS, largely as a result of 
this study, has enabled changes in fuel reduction planning and implementation to minimise 
burning in higher koala activity areas (ie within 10% activity contours) and low-intensity 
burns in surrounding areas. This policy now has in principle approval of the Cooma-Monaro 
Bushfire Management Committee to be implemented across the study area in its Risk 
Management Plan. However, the resources needed to properly assess areas proposed for fuel 
reduction may not be available and where this is the case decisions may need to be based on 
modelling of preferred habitat.” (ibid)

While it is unclear what area the 20 odd 10% activity contours subject to minimised burning 
occupy, it would seem the contours will need adjusting on a fairly regular basis. Of course if areas 
subject to fuel reduction are tipped over the edge in terms of their capacity to support koalas, the 
outcome would seem to be a reduction in suitable habitat over time.
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“ . . . The ecological impacts of firewood collection is recognised at both state and 
commonwealth levels. Firewood collection is listed as a threatening process in NSW (NSW 
Scientific Committee 2003). The Commonwealth has published the National Approach to 
Firewood Collection and Use in Australia, some sections of which are provided in Appendix 
5. The Approach provides a framework or 'toolkit' of policy options that government, 
industry and the community may adopt to address the detrimental impacts of firewood 
collection on remnant woodland ecosystems and the habitats of threatened species and a 
national framework for each jurisdiction to draw upon in developing tailored Action Plans.” 
(ibid)

With regard to firewood, the Regulatory Impact Statement: National Approach to Firewood 
Collection and Use in Australia (Environment Australia, 2001) indicates:

“ . . . Strategy 1. Improve the Information Base
The objective of this strategy is to determine how much firewood is collected from various 
forest and woodland ecosystems, and ascertain the impacts of firewood collection on the 
biodiversity of remnant forests and woodlands to inform the development of better policies 
and improved management guidelines. Proposed Actions include:

• Determine where and how much firewood is being collected; 
• Determine the impacts of different firewood collection practices in regional forest 

and woodland ecosystems; 
• Determine the impact of firewood collection on biodiversity in particular regional 

ecosystems, and develop management guidelines.”

In 2003 the  NSW Scientific Committee determined that:

“ . . . The accelerated and ongoing removal of standing dead trees and woody debris on the 
ground caused by human activity has been recognised as a factor contributing to loss of 
biological diversity (ANZECC 2001). Examples of the process include illegal or poorly 
regulated firewood collection from forests and woodlands and unsustainable loss of fallen 
woody debris, which may be stacked, burnt, mulched or otherwise removed from the site.” 

It is now 14 years since the release of the statement and 12 years since the NSW scientific 
committee listed the removal of dead trees and woody debris as the threatening process, yet there is 
no NSW state firewood action plan. Rather, state government departments have their own approach.

In National Parks firewood collection is prohibited, although firewood is provided in some National 
Parks for campers. The NPWS also has a policy to undertake fuel reduction burning every twenty 
years, probably several decades less than the period a large log would take to totally break down. In 
State Forests live trees are cut for firewood during logging operations and permits are provided for 
firewood collect in areas that have recently been logged. 
 

“ . . . No further approvals for commercial firewood operations in koala habitat and reducing 
dependency on firewood collection by encouraging use of solar power; “(Martin and 
Phillips, 2015)

There is an inference in this proposal that current approval processes may provide for illegal or 
poorly regulated commercial firewood removal. Should that be the case, placing a prohibition on 
the activity may mean other areas are targeted more than usual.
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“ . . . From an air quality perspective, in order to reduce particle emissions, it is important to 
educate the community to burn only well-seasoned timber and encourage adoption of 
cleaner, more energy efficient wood heaters.” National Approach to Firewood Collection 
and Use in Australia.” (Environment Australia, 2001)

On the basis that there is strong case for encouraging a sustainable firewood industry, the draft 
seems to be working in a different  direction. Solar power should of course be encouraged, however 
as this power is unlikely to displace the dependency on firewood for heating, sustainable forest 
management, growing biomass and cleaner more efficient wood heaters should be encouraged.

Some years ago South East Fibre Exporters, in the adjacent Bega Valley Shire,  received Council 
approval to install a wood pellet machine. The idea was to value add to biomass materials that fell 
short of export wood chip requirements. While this approval was received poorly in some sections 
of the community, wood pellet burners have many benefits, particularly in terms of increased 
efficiency, cleanliness and reduced air pollution. The pellets themselves can be produced from a 
variety of biomass materials. For example, the woody core of  industrial hemp has similar qualities, 
including energy value and low ash content, as hardwood pellets

Similarly, woody debris can be processed to produce 'syngas', for electricity production and 
'biochar' a valuable soil additive, particularly when impregnated with appropriate trace elements. 

Conclusion and suggestions

One of the limitations in the plan is the unproven assumption that current State government 
legislation is adequate to ensure koalas survive in the long term. Regrettably there is no information 
to demonstrate that is the case and many of the referenced documents in the draft CKPoM are not 
publicly available. 

“ . . . Nevertheless, several features of Koala ecology must be considered. Firstly, their 
sustainable density for any habitat is unknown. The fact that they were not discovered by 
European colonists during the first 10 years of settlement indicates that the original 
population density was very low near Sydney. Secondly, our observations of a low-density 
population at Campbelltown show that, in the absence of chlamydiosis, longevity and 
reproductive success are approaching maximal, as are dispersal rates. We believe that these 
factors have led to a local increase in numbers and distribution. Thirdly, it appears that the 
southern regions of NSW have a scattered distribution of very low-density populations. 
Distributions of these populations and the presence of linking vegetation may be more 
important to our notions of Koala survival than changes in actual numbers of animals.” 
(Close et al. 2015) 

With regard to DPI and OE&H requirements for the Plan's compliance with SEPP 44, it is clear that 
'potential linkages between koala habitat in the study area and neighbouring areas' have not been 
identified. The uncertainty around genetic and disease issues clearly confound compliance with this 
requirement. In addition, a further compounding influence on koala linkage is the issue of 
widespread die-back in the south-east forests.
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“ . . . NSW continues to develop a range of policies and strategies designed to maintain and
enhance the environmental conditions conducive to healthy koala populations across NSW.
Specifically, NSW is developing a biodiversity strategy which will lead to prioritising
investment in habitat conservation and restoration as well as threat control and abatement
measures that will directly benefit koalas. NSW is also redeveloping the NSW Priorities
Action Statement which will give special priority to the recovery of iconic species such as 
the koala.” (National Koala Conservation and Management Strategy, 2009-2014) 

If the NSW government was keen to 'maintain and enhance the environmental conditions conducive 
to healthy koala populations across NSW', it would have begun  'Advanced Offsetting' decades ago. 
It is only recently that the government has implemented the 'Save our Species' program in other 
parts of the state, although the ACT government began this process many years ago. 

The NSW government's main strategy is to pass on responsibility for koalas to local government 
and landholders. While the draft CKPoM goes some way toward habitat protection, maintaining and 
improving habitat requires more.
  
Suggestions:

1. Koalas south of the Bredo catchment be considered a separate population. 
2. Both populations be considered for nomination as endangered populations.
3. In order to determine the capacity of land to support locally extinct native species required 

for improving forest ecosystem health, those responsible for koalas work toward 
establishing koala and wombat friendly feral predator exclusion fences, preferably aound 
sub-catchments, within and/or adjacent to 'Koala Management Precincts', to re-introduce 
formerly endemic species. 

4.  Information on where and how much firewood is being collected is required. In addition, 
should incentives be available, information on the level of community support for cleaner 
more efficient wood heaters is desirable.

5. On the basis that addressing climate includes putting carbon into the soil, rather than the 
atmosphere, Cooma Monaro Shire Council assess the volume of potentially suitable biomass 
entering its waste stream along with estimates of other sources, proposed burn areas, 
approved developments, on ground woody debris in excess of ecological requirements etc., 
for wood pellet or bio-char production.

6. Ascertain the potential for landholders to grow biomass suitable for inclusion in wood pellet 
production.

7. To assist in finding and ensuring accurate measurements, central trees on plots be fitted with 
numbered stainless steel dendrometers. A proportion of the plots, preferably inside and 
outside the exclosure areas have numbered dendrometers on all trees.  

8. In addition to evidence of koalas, evidence of natural regeneration needs to be recorded at 
plots.

9. Initial experimental trial plantings of trees be undertaken with biochar added to soils. When 
exclosure areas are developed, spreading biochar in strategic areas to increase soil 
biodiversity, when buried by the animals, is desireable. 

10.  Feral animal control measures need to be inclusive, well explained and effective. 

Robert Bertram
October 2015
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