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Introduction

“ . . . The widespread decline in native vegetation has been identified as one of the major 
environmental issues facing Australia. Impacts include dryland salinity, weed invasion, soil erosion, 
poor water quality and the direct loss of plants animals and their habitat.
Native vegetation benefits farming. Farms with good native vegetation can increase productivity, 
reduce costs and improve land value.
The NSW Government recognises the value of well managed native vegetation and supports 
landholders in getting on with the business of producing food and fibre for NSW, Australia and 
overseas.”1

The quote above, from the Review of the Native Vegetation Regulation Fact Sheet, recognises the 
value of well managed native vegetation although the widespread decline of native vegetation 
suggests management has not been adequate and it seems important to define those areas that are 
arguably more dependent on well managed native vegetation, to ensure koalas and the business of 
producing food and fibre will continue.     

On the basis that the decline of vegetation is directly associated with the decline of koalas and soil 
fertility, this submission attempts to outline environmental issues relevant  to the review, in that part 
of NSW that is within the South East Corner Bio-region (SECB).

The history and current status of koalas in the SECB

There are two different versions of what happened to koalas and their primary habitat in the Bega 
Valley, the largest area of agricultural lands in the SECB,  one indicating :

“ . . . The decline of the koala population occurred between 1905 and 1909. Tarlington 
(1983) said that 'there were still quite a number around  at that time, but they were beginning 
to die-out and disappeared very quickly in the space of one or two years after. Almost 
certainly in open country by 1910'. he added that they looked 'very sick and dejected in the 
trees before they were found in hundreds dead at the foot of the trees'. These observations 
were supported by other residents.”2

And the other 

" . . . Although not possible to prove, it is highly likely that the Koalas that survived clearing 
and hunting were concentrated in localised areas, where populations built up beyond 
carrying capacity and disease broke out amongst animals in high density populations."3

The differences between these two accounts is that the former is arguably more consistent with a 
free- ranging koala population that has Chlamydia, in habitat that has lost its carrying capacity. 

1. Review of the Native Vegetation Regulation Fact Sheet 1: New approach to native vegetation management (2012) 
Office of Environment and Heritage 59 Goulburn Street PO Box A290 Sydney South 1232

2. Lunney D., Leary T., (1988) The impact on native mammals of land-use changes and exotic species in the Bega 
district, New South Wales, since settlement. National parks and Wildlife Service, NSW, PO Box N189, Grosvenor St, 
Sydney, NSW, 2000, Australia.
 
3 Koala Management Plan: Eden Management Area (1997) State Forests of NSW Southern Region



The latter infers there were no constraints on breeding and the suggestion that 'high density 
populations' were 'concentrated in localised areas' contrasts with historic accounts that suggest koala 
decline at a landscape scale.

The latter account also depends on accepting the notion that koalas in the Bega Valley and other 
areas of primary habitat in the SECB must have defoliated or ring-barked the remaining trees, as 
koalas without Chlamydia do, but this is not possible to prove.

What is possible to prove is that despite the reduction in the number of large trees and hunting, 
koala numbers did not dramatically reduce until some 70-80 years after European occupation. One 
hundred years on the ABC's Four Corners reports4 that similar impacts are evident in the Gunnedah 
koala population.

“ . . . 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.”5

“ . . . Even when it can be shown that most of the sediment in stream channels is derived 
from alluvial sources, the fundamental question remains – not where has the sediment come 
from but why?”6

An explanation for the eventual loss of koalas on agricultural lands in the SECB is the loss of the 
'macro and micro species that are critical to the maintenance of soil fertility' 7 . Amongst others the 
outcomes from losing these species were increasing soil acidity, sodicity8 and an associated increase 
in soil dispersion and erosion potential.

CSIRO studies undertaken in the Murrah River catchment9 indicate a similar increase in erosion 
began to occur in remaining forests during the 1950's. The NSW's Government's departure from 
credible soil science seemingly stems from the initial introduction of soil dispersion as a forest 
management concept in the mid 1990's.

Due to perceptions that there was/is a general lack of ESFM, in1994 the Murrah – Mumbulla 
Residents Group engaged a soil chemist (Mr Ian Little) who undertook a detailed physical and 
chemical analysis of local soils, using specified and exhaustive methods. His findings, that all soil 
samples were dispersible and this limitation increased with depth, was dutifully passed on to the 
NSW EPA.

However, rather than applying this soil limitation at a landscape scale, the EPA applied the 
information to the erosion of stream crossings, where it remains nearly 20 years on, employed in 
State Forests to ensure stream crossings costs are minimised. 

Hence, and although the official OE&H position10 suggests an increase in koala's natural range since 
European occupation, there still appears to be no evidence to demonstrate that the NSW Scientific 
Committee's rejection11 of the nomination to list koalas from Dignams Creek to Wapengo as 
endangered, was based on up to date or factual information about koala distribution.

4 http://www.abc.net.au/4corners/stories/2012/08/16/3569231.htm   
5 National Forest Policy Statement: A new focus for Australia' forests (1995) Commonwealth of Australia 
6 Tulau, M. (1997) Soil Landscapes of the Bega-Goalen Point  1:100,000 Sheet, Department of Land and Water 
Conservation, GPO Box 39, Sydney, NSW 2001.
7 Forest Soils and Nutrient Cycles, Attiwill, P.M. and Leeper, G.W. (1987), Melbourne University Press, Melbourne.
8    http://www.science.org.au/nova/035/035key.htm  

9   http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/1999/01/990119201752.htm   

10   http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/threatenedspeciesapp/profile.aspx?id=10616   
11 http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/determinations/KoalaPhascolarctosCinereusPopulationSENSWRejectionEPL.htm
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Similarly the lack of  up to date and factual information on the extent and severity of native 
vegetation decline may account for the focus on short term forest exploitation at the expense 
methods to address the long-term decline. 

Measures in the current PNF Code of Practise to protect koalas
“ . . . 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. 
Recent intensive surveys show that a population at Tantawangalo/Yurammie is now very low 
and possibly extinct (TSSC 2012p).” 12

Much like logging on public lands, additional measures to ensure the impacts of logging on koalas 
are minimised tend to ignore the notion that logging is being imposed on forests that are in decline.

While the NSW Scientific Committee, now five years ago, was prepared to acknowledge 'extensive 
canopy dieback' as a threat to koalas, there has been no such acknowledgement of this issue, which 
clearly extends beyond the SECB, from the NSW Government.

As part of their current “have your say”process the Southern Rivers Catchment Management 
Authority13 have recently posed three questions being,

1 Why should we take soils more seriously and how?

2 What can we do in your area to build community capacity and resilience to respond to climate 
change impacts?

3 How do you think the CMA should prioritise what we do across the region in terms of on-ground 
work and supporting community innovation and action?

From a practical perspective, koalas are constrained to an area occupying less than 2% of the SECB 
and there is no solid evidence to demonstrate koala numbers are increasing. 

Local landholders, both those interested in retaining their trees and those interested in logging may, 
when fully appraised of the threats to their trees and presented with management options based on 
relevant and credible information, also have an interest in biomass management aimed to improve 
soils and help keep forests alive and growing.

State Environmental Planning Policy No 44--Koala Habitat Protection

"core koala habitat" means an area of land with a resident population of koalas, evidenced 
by attributes such as breeding females (that is, females with young) and recent sightings of 
and historical records of a population.

"potential koala habitat" means areas of native vegetation where the trees of the types 
listed in Schedule 2 constitute at least 15% of the total number of trees in the upper or lower 
strata of the tree component.

7 Step 1--Is the land potential koala habitat? 
(1) Before a council may grant consent to an application for consent to carry out 

12 http://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/sprat/public/publicspecies.pl?taxon_id=85104   
13 http://www.southern.cma.nsw.gov.au/documents/8%20June%202012%20-%20Have%20your%20say.pdf   
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development on land to which this Part applies, it must satisfy itself whether or not 
the land is a potential koala habitat.
(2) A council may satisfy itself as to whether or not land is a potential koala habitat 
only on information obtained by it, or by the applicant, from a person who is 
qualified and experienced in tree identification.
(3) If the council is satisfied: 

(a) that the land is not a potential koala habitat, it is not prevented, because of 
this Policy, from granting consent to the development application, or

                        (b) that the land is a potential koala habitat, it must comply with clause 8.

While noting that SEPP 44 appears not to differentiate between high and low density koala 
populations, the application of SEPP 44 to the SECB is problematic due to fact that koalas are 
mostly on public lands and numbers are declining as feed trees become unable to support koalas. 

After twenty years of koala research, mostly in the Tanatwanglo-Yurammie and Bermagui -Murrah 
forests,14 there is no evidence of koalas using primary feed species in the SECB and it seems likely 
that the fate of the last koalas is closely linked to the remaining soil fertility, around a reducing 
number of trees.

Of the 23 species listed in the NSW Koala Recovery Plan, koalas have been found to use 8 species 
and although koalas use trees for more reasons than just eating, a general rule of thumb for any 
species is that if there is suitable habitat it will be occupied. 

Hence 'potential habitat' can either be applied to many forest ecosystems across the SECB or more 
simply, those areas adjacent to either current or relatively recent 'core koala habitat' and/or those 
areas where management aims to maintain and increase the area occupied by the resident 
population. 
 
The remaining resident 'population' of koalas are on an area of land, mostly part of the Murrah soil 
landscape that, due to a combination of remnant and inherent fertility, must be considered to be the 
most fertile soils for koalas in the SECB.

 The addition of koalas to the Commonwealth list of threatened species under the Environment  
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 left the management of both endemic and 
translocated koalas to the State Government.

It is apparent that a lack of food resources is a consistent feature in the case of the 'Southern 
Highlands' population and koalas from Dignams Creek to Wapengo yet, apart from the unrealistic 
notion that planting more trees will help, no other options are considered. 

While the perception remains that consideration of this fundamental issue is 'not compliant' with the 
NSW Koala Recovery Plan, little confidence can be had that SEPP 44, based as it is on trees, can 
protect koalas. 

Koala Plans of Management

Similar issues apply to KPOMs because they rely on the use of vegetation mapping that, given the 
tree species koalas have been known to use occur over a much broader area than koalas do, are not 
a reliable guide to where koalas are in the SECB and a singular focus on trees appears to detract 
from a broader understanding of koala and forest ecology. 

14 Jurskis, V., Rowell, D., Ridley, D., (1994) Survey techniques and aspects of the ecology of the koala near Eden, 
Research Paper No. 22, Research Division, State Forests of NSW, 27 Oratava Avenue, West Pennant Hills 2125. 



An intersection of soil landscapes and vegetation mapping partly explains why 'low density' koalas 
in the SECB have been reduced to their current area and exploring the applicability of such a 
combination may be worth consideration in other bioregions. 

With regard to 'habitat types', it is generally accepted that 'primary habitat' supported koalas at high 
densities but primary species like Forest red gum are not preferred by koalas when growing on less 
fertile soils. On the assumption that fertility is generally not a soil attribute, it seems likely that as 
has occurred in the SECB, the koala carrying capacity of 'core' and 'primary' habitat in NSW will 
continue to decline. From that perspective and given the lack of evidence demonstrating that a 
capacity to maintain and improve koala habitat exists, categorizing koala habitat by quality is likely 
to be a temporary approach.

However, there are many other reasons why quality vegetation mapping is both necessary and 
desirable and greater certainty in modeling comes from adequate on ground validation, particularly 
given past planned disturbance is coupled with the potential for rapid unplanned and broad-scale 
disturbance.

Revising the PNF Code of Practice

While agreeing the the most accurate and up to date information on koalas and their habitat is 
desirable, in order that the PNF assessment process forms part of KPOMs; the uncertainty is 
whether the methods employed to define koala habitat are consistent with the aim of koala 
protection and enhancement.

The RGB-SAT survey methods have great utility and indeed, the grid based approach to forest 
inventory was the preferred choice of the Forest Resources and Management Technical Committee. 
Ideally and in line with ESFM,  the 'Strategic Inventory', applied in RFA regions other than Eden, 
would have moved down from a one kilometer grid to a finer scale as part of normal forest 
management.

Since that time and although agency collaboration on  the use of such methods is alluded to, the use 
of methods15 that were rejected by the FRAMES Technical Committee apparently remains 
acceptable. 

Those participating in a PNF assessment process may feel encouraged to know their input is part of 
a broader collaboration, using a relatively low cost methodology that, if adequate steps have been 
taken to ensure its repeatability, should provide an improved information base to assist in koala 
protection and enhancement, should such a cross-tenures approach be compliant with the Recovery 
Plan.

Options for using koala habitat mapping in PNF regulation 

Based on current information and given the continuing uncertainty about the methods employed by 
the NSW Government to define 'core koala habitat' in local State Forests, there is similar 
uncertainty around the methods that would be employed to devise any prohibitions or prescriptions 
to logging on adjacent private land.

This would seem particularly the case given the predicted shortfall in the sustained supply of 
hardwood sawlogs from State Forests, can only be made up from private land or National Parks. 

15 Performance Audit Report,Yield Forecasts – Eden Regional Forest Agreement (2012)  Forests NSW, NSW DPI, PO 
Box 100, Beecroft, NSW 2119.



Many attempts have been made to model and map koala habitat but it seems more sensible to work 
toward a greater understanding of how koala survival and reversing vegetation decline cannot occur 
without well managed soils.

Robert Bertram

24 August 2012


