
Comments on the 

 

Nomination to list the koala (Phascolarctos cinereus) as a threatened species 

under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 
 

 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on the eligibility of the koala for 

listing as a threatened species.  
 

I note the reference to the rejection of the nomination for the population occupying 

the coastal sub-catchments between Dignams Creek and Wapengo Lagoon near Bega 

in south eastern New South Wales, that for brevity, will be referred to as the Five 

Forests koalas. 

 

While further detail addressed toward aspects some of the Scientific Committees’ 

questions are below, the nomination contains information that greatly conflicts with 

that on which the NSW Scientific Committee informed their determination. 

 

In particular, whether the Five Forests koalas are disjunct, genetically distinct, of 

significant conservation value and threatened with extinction in the short term.  

 

At a community level one of the uncertainties are the various and constantly changing 

‘management areas’ and other descriptive tags for areas of various koala studies. For 

example the Five Forests koalas extend over two Shire Council areas, two Regional 

Forest Agreement areas and differing koala study and management areas. 

 

They also extend over two sub-bioregions of the Southeast Corner Bioregion that, 

should there be confirmation of a genetic similarity between these koalas and those 

several hundred kilometres to the south, in the Strzelecki Ranges, may raise questions 

about the integration of koala management at State scale.  

 

However the basis for these comments support the suggestion that the appropriate 

management unit for koalas is the local population.  

 
2. Do you have any additional information on the trend in any koala population 

within the past three generations (21 years) and/or the next three generations (21 

years)?  

 

“ . . . Allen (2009) notes some indications of an increase in the population in 

the coastal forests north east of Bega, but it must be noted that this is an 

extremely small population.” 

 

Based on koala activity recorded in 19 of 72 sampled sites the first report on RGB-

SAT surveys undertaken in coastal forests north east of Bega
1
 estimated 3-5 koalas. 

                                                
1
 Biolink Ecological Consultants (January, 2008) The utility of regularized, grid-based SAT (RGB-

SAT) sampling for the purposes of identifying areas being utilized by koalas (Phascolarctus cinereus) 

in the South-east Forests of NSW – A Pilot Study; Report to the NSW Dept. Environment & Climate 

Change; PO Box 196 Uki NSW. 



The second interim report referenced in the nomination
2
 estimates 23–47 koalas based 

on koala activity recorded in 66 of 589 sampled sites. 

 

While noting the changes to a ‘courser’ grid size during the surveys there is an 

absence of any solid evidence of other endemic koalas in the South East Corner 

Bioregion. This lack of evidence casts uncertainty on claims of a koala ‘population’ of 

100-200 animals in the Eden Region.  

 

The basis for the claim ‘some indications of an increase’ would seem to reflect the 

results of the RGB surveys in Mumbulla State Forest. Mumbulla State Forest was 

apparently the site (Figure 3) of two koala responses during the collaborative 1997 

Eden regional koala call-back survey
3
.  

 

Unlike Bermagui, Murrah and other State Forests, Mumbulla was not surveyed as part 

of the community koala surveys
4
 in the late 1990’s, because the manager of the 

project, Chris Allen, refused to undertake sweep surveys at any koala call-back 

response locations. Hence and apart from the call-back surveys, local sightings and 

pellet finds, there are no pre-existing koala survey data for Mumbulla State Forest on 

which to base any indication of a change in numbers. 

 

There is no doubt that koala numbers have declined in Bermagui, Murrah and other 

forests surveyed in the 1990’s like Yurammie, Tantawangalo and Nullica State 

Forests. Areas with koalas that were logged during the 1990’s now have no evidence 

of species, although the reasons for the loss of koalas from several other areas, now in 

National Park are not so readily explained.  

 

A precautionary approach would suggest suitable koala habitat is very limited and 

there is significant uncertainty about whether it will support similar koala numbers for 

the next 3 generations. 

 

3. Can you comment on the validity of the information provided, and method 

used to collect the information, for particular koala populations or threats? If 

not, please provide additional information.  

 

There seems little doubt that when professionally implemented RGB-SAT surveys 

can provide and depending on grid size, absence/presence and density for many native 

fauna. There is an additional benefit for professional forest managers given the 

methods capacity to implement a forest inventory with the utility for local adaptation 

(ie; recording tree mortality, canopy condition, absence/presence of Bell-miners 

{Manorina melanophrys} etc.). 
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There are several issues with the ‘community survey’
5
 approach that detract from 

confidence in the outcomes. With regard to the data there would seem to be a low 

correlation between  ‘koala points’ indicated in Figures 2 and 9 and the cells along the 

NSW south coast in Figure 11 where “no measurable change” in koala reports was 

identified.  

 

There is also concern that given the relatively small number of reports and although 

referred to in the report, there has apparently been no attempt at ‘on-ground’ 

verification during the lengthy timeframe between the survey and the publication of 

results. 

 

The interim RGB-SAT survey report alludes to koalas occupying less than 5% (1,089 

ha) of the area surveyed and as with community koala records, all active sites appear 

to be located on the Murrah soil landscape (Figure 3). Based on a notional average 

home range of 75 hectares, the area occupied equates to 14.4 koalas and a 50 hectare 

home range provides for 21.6 koalas.  

 

Without considering the detail at a 10,000ha cell scale the ‘population density’ ranges 

from to one koala per 3,472 ha. down to one per 2,315 ha. A colony of 100-200 

koalas could require from 231,000 to 694,400 hectares of habitat although there is 

only about 500,000 ha of woody vegetation in the Eden RFA Region. 

 

Based on this koala density the 70 odd 10,000 hectare cells indicated from around 

Goulburn to the Victorian border (Figure 2) would account for 200 to 300 koalas.  

 

While implementing the RGBSAT surveys requires a koala sighting as the starting 

point, it is understood the DECCW extended the ‘grid’ across the entire Eden RFA 

Region that would ingress on ‘cells’ east of Cooma indicated as having a probability 

of at least 0.25 of having a koala (Figure 2).   

 

4. Can you provide advice to the TSSC on whether significant populations 

outside the natural range of the koala should be considered? These populations 

are identified in draft nomination.  

 

It seems likely there were reasons why koalas were constrained to certain areas at the 

time of European occupation. If they had been predicted it is possible that the 

significant management issues stemming from translocated and ‘over browsing’ 

koalas could have been avoided.  

 

An approximate location (Figure 2) of the 10,000 ha cells (ibid) between Goulburn 

and the Victorian border situates most cells outside koalas’ natural range. Community 

surveys on the tablelands during 1997 did locate koala faecal pellets east of Cooma. 

Further surveys were undertaken by the NPWS in 1999 although requests to consider 

genetic analysis were rejected on the basis that the animals were assumed to be 

‘natural’. If so, their location could reflect movement into higher altitude forests. 
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More surveys were undertaken in 2001
6
 when “. . . evidence of gnawing/eating of 

Eucalyptus bark by koala”’ was observed for the first time. The nomination indicates 

a lack of koala sightings in the ACT since 2003. According to the ‘Bionet’ website up 

to August 2009 (Figure 1) there were no koalas reported on the tablelands after 2006 

and none on the coast after 2005. As of 14 June 2010 the Bionet website has been 

‘offline’ for several months. 

 

Uncertainties about the origins, genetics and the persistence of koalas on the southern 

tablelands would seem relatively easy to clarify. This would seem particularly the 

case for cells around Cooma (Lunney et al. 2009), generally referred to as the ‘treeless 

Monaro plains’ where patches of woody vegetation are few. 

 

In the absence of any solid information on existing koalas apart from the very north of 

the South Coast Koala Management Area in the Sydney Basin Bioregion, the current 

number of koalas can only be determined from the RGB-SAT survey data. 

Regrettably and despite the significant voluntary community input into the surveys 

none of the data has been publicly released.  

  

5. Have the nature and severity of threats to koalas been accurately presented? 

If not, does the nomination over- or underestimate their significance?  

 

If one accepts that soils support some 80% of biodiversity, there are likely to be 

negative impacts on koala distribution at a national scale from the effects of 

broadscale soil degradation issues. Soil degradation from rising salinity in inland 

catchments and the majority of the remainder, where the probable impacts of soil 

sodicity
7
 are yet to be adequately acknowledged.  

 

The ability of trees to physically extract from soil what is required to ensure their own 

survival seems likely to influence both the production of toxins and the factors behind 

over abundant defoliating insects.  

 

The area of ‘wetter’ forests potentially subject to dieback on the coast is consistent 

with the natural range of Bell-miners (BMAD), from around Geelong to north of 

Brisbane. It seems likely that the spread of dieback associated with dry weather and 

drought will eventually impact on dry coastal forests throughout Bell-miners range. 

 

While other threats are important the loss of koalas from the ‘middle ground’ in terms 

of national koala distribution suggests declines in populations to the north and south 

will follow. 

 

Unfortunately the information provided to the Scientific Committee on koala trends in 

south-east NSW
8
 is not publicly available so whether the NSW Government has 

underestimated their significance is not known. Although BMAD is referred to in the 
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NSW Koala recovery plan, there is no indication that the State Government has 

moved to consider the significance of soil sodicity and the potential long-term 

negative impacts on koala habitat and forests generally of uninformed management.  

 

6. Has the location or extent of each threat been accurately presented? Can you 

identify cases where a threat is significant outside the range identified in the 

nomination?  

 

Koalas are included amongst species threatened by ‘‘Forest eucalypt dieback 

associated with over-abundant psyllids and Bell Miners” (BMAD), listed in 2008 as a 

key threatening process in ‘moist’ coastal forests of NSW and most likely, suitable 

forests throughout Bell-miners natural range.  

 

Based on questions posed in previous studies
9
, finding trees with the greatest growth 

rates are most susceptible, and in addition to coastal forests acknowledged by the 

NSW Scientific Committee, the nomination extends areas west of the divide in the 

South Eastern Highlands affected by tree dieback and mortality associated with 

drought. This extension suggests declining forests extend from the Bondo sub-region 

down through the Northern Fall to the Strathbogie Plateau (Figure 2), although far 

more extensive areas have been observed (Question 12).  

  
7. Can you comment on any natural drivers of koala population dynamics (e.g. 

drought, fire) and the capacity of populations to recover? Please specify the time 

scale and/or area over which you expect these to operate.  

 

There is general agreement that the original loss of large ‘high density’ coastal koala 

populations in the South East Corner and the South East Coastal Plains Bioregions 

occurred some 30-50 years after the majority was cleared for agriculture. Unlike other 

bioregions koalas are not known to utilize paddock trees, being constrained to 

‘secondary habitat’.  

 

This constraint infers the most significant factor leading to the loss of ‘primary 

habitat’ involved negative impacts on soil fertility coupled with increasing leaf toxin 

levels. Despite this, planting trees on agricultural land remains the main focus of 

koala ‘recovery’ efforts apparently on the basis koalas only need more trees.  

 

The evidence suggests a similar process of reducing soil fertility has been operating 

for at least 50 years in the remaining secondary habitat. The next drought or fire could 

be the final straw for the remaining Five Forests koalas and despite greater numbers 

the Strzelecki and Strathbogie populations may be similarly situated. 

  

8. Can you comment further on anthropogenic threats to koalas? Are there any 

significant threats to koala populations that have not been included in the 

nomination? Please explain briefly where and how these threats may operate.  

 

                                                
9
 Keith, H. Jacobsen, K. Kirschbaum, M. Leuning R. Cleugh, H. Raison, J. (2005) Dramatic decline in 

net ecosystem carbon exchange in native forest due to drought and insect attack: CSIRO Forestry and 
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 “ . . . The deaths of trees substantially older than normal drought cycles may be 

indicative of a process not part of normal climate cycles and indicative of a long term or 

permanent decline (Carrick 2010 Personal communication)” 

 

Most of the areas adjacent to and occupied by koalas in Murrah and Mumbulla State 

Forests are scheduled for logging in the next 12 months. In addition significant areas 

of National Park, in and adjacent to koalas have recently been burned ostensibly to 

‘protect’ koalas from wildfire. 

 

While the outcomes of logging on koalas are predicable, it is more difficult to predict 

the outcomes of broad area prescribed burning. For example, it is only after the fire 

that the extent of canopy scorch can be determined. In the case of a recent fuel 

reduction burn in Biamanga NP much of the 600-800 hectares has been subject to 

total canopy scorch. 

 

One of the objectives behind fuel reduction burning is to break the continuity of 

ground fuel. Hence if lightning strikes and ignites a tree within the burned area, under 

weather conditions that are not extreme or catastrophic, a fire is less likely to spread. 

 

Regrettably a canopy of mostly dead leaves will quickly fall largely re-establishing a 

continuous ground fuel layer. While the degree to which traditional management 

contributes to long term and permanent forest decline may be uncertain, currently the 

agencies prefer not to acknowledge the extent and severity of forest decline or the 

potential that their management is likely to be exacerbating the problems.   
  

9. Some declines may be a result of natural processes, such as drought, heat or 

bushfires and thus recovery of the population may be expected over time. Are you 

able to comment on the capacity for a koala population to recover from the 

removal or abatement of any identified threat?  

 

Most climate change scenarios suggest a drying trend for the south-east. However, the 

notion that many forests are now potential broad scale sources of CO2, without the 

need for a bushfire, is quite recent.  

 

While looking forward to a final report on the RGB-SAT surveys in the Eden RFA 

region, it seems likely that dieback in its various forms may have a similar impact on 

koalas as prolonged drought does on koalas at the western and northern extent of their 

natural range.  

 

Many trees are unable to recover between dry weather events, reducing the amount of 

suitable habitat, ultimately to the point where supporting koalas is not possible.  
 

10. Mitigation measures for threats to koalas are either in place or have been 

proposed in many areas. These have been applied at different scales (e.g. local, 

state, national). Are you able to comment on effectiveness, or likely effectiveness, 

of these measures? If you believe changes are warranted please provide details.  

 

Mitigation measures for threats to the Five Forests koalas acknowledged by the NSW 

Scientific Committee have been proposed by the community at a local scale and 

approved at a national scale, but have not been put in place because regional forest 



managers and the State Government generally play down the threats and have not 

approved the measures.  

 
11. Can you recommend additional actions that would immediately abate the 

current threats to the koala and/or restore the species’ habitat?  

 

Apart from the immediate threat of logging, the review of the National Koala Strategy10 

states: 

“ . . . Recently the Department of Environment and Climate Change released a 

management framework for the far south coast koala populations in New South Wales 

(EcoLogical Australia 2006). The management framework is not equivalent to a 

recovery plan as defined by the Threatened Species Conservation Act 1995, or a 

comprehensive or individual Koala Plan of Management as defined in State 

Environmental Planning Policy 44 - Koala Habitat Protection (SEPP 44), but rather 

seeks to inform the future development of such documents (EcoLogical Australia 

2006)” 

 

The Far South Coast Koala Management Framework11 refers to the community protests in 

Murrah State Forest in 2005 that initiated Government action on koalas and states: 

 

“ . . . An adaptive management system and a landscape categorisation system are at 

the heart of this management framework. The adaptive management system aims to 

ensure more knowledge is gained from undertaking actions and that continual 

learning and improvements in management are achieved.” (EcoLogical Australia, 

2006) 

 
Similarly the Eden Regional Forest Agreement states: 

 

“ . . . Principle 5: Apply best available knowledge and adaptive management 

processes; ESFM would utilise the concept of adaptive management and continuous 

improvement based on best science and expert advice and targeted research on critical 

gaps in knowledge, monitoring or evaluation. {Attachment 14 (clause 44) Principles 

of Ecologically Sustainable Management (ESFM)}” 

 

And finally the National Koala Conservation and Management Strategy 2009 – 2014 

states:  

 

“ . . .The new strategy will be formally reviewed after five years, to facilitate an 

adaptive approach to koala conservation management.”   

 

The implementation of management that does strive toward continuous improvement 

based on the best available science would appear to be the most beneficial action to 

remove and reduce immediate threats to koalas and work toward habitat restoration. 
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Such an approach has been proposed by the local community and approved at a 

regional and national scale but, being inconsistent with their management objectives 

was rejected the NSW Government.  
 

12. Can you provide additional data, information or references that are relevant to 

this assessment?  

 

1. Forest Health Decline in Coastal New South Wales, V. Jurskis, Erosion in Forests: 

Proceedings of the Forest Erosion Workshop, March 2004 

 http://www.catchment.crc.org.au/pdfs/technical200410.pdf 

 

2. Images of vegetation ‘carbon flux’ in the ACT and SENSW  

http://www.environmentcommissioner.act.gov.au/soe/soe2004/Region/Veg_change/p

age1.htm 

 

3.  Resolving conflicts in fire management using decision theory: 

asset-protection versus biodiversity conservation D. Driscoll et al, (2010) 

http://news.anu.edu.au/?p=2120 

 
13. The TSSC assesses the eligibility of nominations for listing in all relevant 

categories. Can you comment on whether the National Koala Conservation and 

Management Strategy 2009 – 2014 is an appropriate strategy to meet the 

requirements for listing as conservation dependent?  

 

The National Koala Conservation and Management Strategy is totally dependent on the 

capacity of State agencies to effectively implement actions down to a local scale. 

 

Although the strategy is only recent the opportunity for the NSW Government agencies to 

achieve the some of the specific outputs and desired short-term outcomes in the first 5 

years have yet to be taken up. It would appear that aspects of strategy conflict with NSW 

Government legislation. Local Governments have little or no involvement and apparently 

a similar level of interest. 

 

The estimates of koala numbers in SE NSW, while reduced, are mostly not evidence 

based and have been successfully deployed to detract from an endangered listing and 

local koala recovery efforts.  

 

The State-wide recovery program for koalas could fulfill the requirements for listing 

as conservation dependent. However and from a community perspective, the listing of 

koalas as vulnerable in NSW has not improved their lot at a local scale and 

community confidence in the State processes intended to protect biodiversity is quite 

low.  

 

While a vulnerable listing for koalas at a National scale may be a step in the right 

direction, the implementation of adaptive forest management to reduce direct 

anthropogenic threats and address natural processes is long overdue.   
 

Robert Bertram 

Friends Of the Five Forests 

15 June 2010 

 



 

Figure 1: Bionet Koala records Southern Rivers CMA- 2005 til 2009 

'Copyright NSW Department of Environment, Climate Change and Water' 

 

 
 

 

Bionet Koala records Southern Tablelands- 2006- 2009 

'Copyright NSW Department of Environment, Climate Change and Water' 
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