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Introduction 

 
The situation for the remnant koala population in the south-east region of New South 

Wales is desperate. Sightings of dead and emaciated koalas on the tablelands are 

cause for great concern and indicate that conditions, in the available limited habitat, 
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are inadequate. The infrequency of reports of live koala sightings in coastal areas are 

not consistent with previous estimates of koala numbers and there can be no question 

that the koala is rapidly disappearing from the south-east forests of NSW. Koala 

numbers are minimal, with little evidence to suggest more than thirty (30) animals 

remain in coastal forests. 

 
We believe this nomination provides sufficient new information for a listing, as an endangered 

population, to proceed for the coastal koalas. Unfortunately, without specific information on tablelands 

koalas, a nomination that includes these animals remains problematic. 

 
The processes that are currently threatening koalas are logging, burning, dieback, clearing and other 

inappropriate development in critical koala habitat.  These processes have put the remaining coastal 

koala population in immediate danger of extinction.  

 

Breeding koalas are now restricted to degraded habitat in a small proportion of their historic range in 

coastal catchments in the north of the region. In the coastal forests, breeding koalas have been located 

in only three forested areas and much of the information on habitat use by koalas comes from animals 

in these particular forests. During the past decade, the loss of documented breeding females has 

occurred in two of these three areas.  

 

Coastal catchments occupied by the remaining koala population are fragmented by urban and rural 

development, generally heavily logged, subject to regular ‘fuel hazard’ reduction burning and have 

extensive areas of forest dieback. Human-induced changes to forest ecosystems, which deplete soil 

nutrients and degrade soil structure, have further reduced the capacity of the remaining suitable forests 

to carry feed trees with sufficient nutrient status to support koalas. 

 

By themselves, these coastal forests are unlikely to be able to sustain a viable koala 

population and, apart from local community initiatives, there is no intention by 

government forest managers to curtail their current management practises, or by local 

government when assessing development proposals, to protect existing habitat or to 

assist with the recovery of koalas.  

 

In 1994, a logging ‘moratorium’ was placed on parts of two of the three areas 

previously known to have supported breeding koalas. Logging, other routine forest 

management practice, private developments and land clearing have continued 

unhindered by considerations of koalas or their habitat requirements, except in three 

compartments
1
 adjacent to one of the moratorium areas in Murrah forest. 

 

When the documented and undocumented impact on koalas and their habitat are considered, the main 

priority for koala conservation and recovery efforts is maintaining and improving sufficient suitable 

habitat to ensure the survival of a viable population. Any assumptions that the current regulatory 

framework and conservation reserve system will conserve a viable koala population are unfounded. 

 

The nominated koala population occupies the delineated catchments from Wapengo to Dignams Creek. 

These catchments include remaining unlogged coupes, alluvial soils in the Murrah catchment, currently 

being planted to primary koala browse species (E.tereticornis), and recent extensions to Mimosa Rocks 

National Park that previously supported primary browse species (figure 1.jpg - Endangered Koala 

Population: Catchments, Critical Habitat and Alluvial soils).  

 

Areas for future surveys include forests west of Dignams Creek and around Peak Alone in the north 

and, in the south, Yurammie and north Nullica forests. In total, the area represents less than 15 % of 

local Government areas Bega, Eurobodalla and Shoalhaven shires.  

 

                                                           
1
 The management unit for timber production in public forests is the compartment an area of about 200 

hectares. 
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Koalas require specific eucalypt species to survive. These species are only found in certain forest 

ecosystems. Reduced koala numbers are a direct result of habitat degradation. The recommendations in 

this nomination address the social and political impediments to a koala recovery and are the minimum 

required for any confidence that koalas will not soon become extinct. 

 

 

Koalas in the South East: An historical overview 
 

 “ . . . Primary food trees exhibit a level of use that is significantly higher than that of other 

Eucalyptus spp. while also demonstrating a mode of utilisation by koalas that is independent 

of density (see simplified logit models of Phillips et al., in press). Secondary and /or 

Supplementary food trees on the other hand, invariably exhibit (on average) a significantly 

lower level of use than a primary food tree while demonstrating evidence of more complex 

variables associated with their use, generally by being both density and/or size class 

dependant (Phillips and Callaghan, in press). Phillips, 2000  

 

The south-east of NSW is dominated by the Bega Valley rainshadow physiographic 

region (Keith and Sanders, 1990), known to be at least as old as the upper Devonian 

period, that is greater than 300 million years.  

 

Before European occupation coastal forests sustained an abundant koala population 

probably since the evolution of the species some 23 million years ago (CSIRO, 1990) 

(figure2.jpg – Pre-European Coastal Koala Habitat in the EMA)
2
. Highly fertile soils on 

moderate slopes played a key role in sustaining primary koala feed species (Phillips, 

2000) for a meta-population of koalas in the Bega, Towamba and Pambula river 

valleys (SFNSW, Koala Management Plan, 1997) and the coastal catchments of Tanja 

and Wapengo.  

 

By 1870, most of the arable areas in the Bega Valley had been cleared for agriculture 

(Tulau, 1997), yet koalas were still plentiful enough up to the early 1900’s to support 

an export trade in koala skins (Lunney and Leary, 1988). The apparent abundance of 

koalas after clearing of the arable areas suggests that retained and regenerating 

primary feed trees, not dependent on size class, were at that time able to support 

koalas. Similarly the capacity of non-arable secondary habitat to support a higher 

density koala population may have been greater than today.  

 

A reduction in predation of koalas by Aboriginals and dingoes has been proposed as a 

possible reason for a perceived increase in koala numbers after European settlement 

(Martin; cited Norton and Saxon, 1993). This theory is also proposed as a possible 

explanation for over-browsing in some koala populations (Martin 1993). However, 

the theory does not explain the mechanisms which ‘controlled’ koala populations 

before Aboriginal occupation and perhaps reflects a limited understanding of the 

biodiversity processes that previously sustained ‘high density’ koala populations.  

 

There was an increased frequency of fire across the Bega Valley Shire during 

development of the arable lands (Benson and Redpath 1997, cited Keith and Bedward 

1999). Very old trees, like the very young, are most susceptible to fire. The large 

forest owls, known predators of koalas (SFNSW Koala Management Plan, 1997), are 

                                                           
2
 The Eden Management Area (EMA) is also known as the Eden “Woodchip Agreement” Area and 

apart from about 40,000 ha  north of Cobargo has the same geographical boundaries as the Bega Valley 

Shire. 
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totally dependent on trees with large hollows for nesting. The loss and reduction of 

this habitat removed a significant predatory constraint on koala populations. Koalas 

are also likely to have become more visible as trees became scarcer.  

 

In East Gippsland, Aboriginals considered koalas to be a species of special 

significance, associated with water and the coming of rain (Martin 1993). At present 

there is no evidence to suggest koalas made up a large or any proportion of the 

Aboriginal diet in the south-east. Killing and eating koalas may have been restricted 

to tribal elders, medicinal, or ceremonial purposes, or when other preferred and more 

palatable species were not available or low in number.  

 

Aboriginal culture and management was based on a reverence for the land that 

supported their human occupation. By maximising land productivity within the highly 

productive areas (Reynolds, 1990) Aboriginal society benefited from what the land 

could provide. The Bega Valley was known as an Aboriginal meeting place with 

many areas of cultural and mythological significance. It is probable that any hunting 

of koalas was undertaken in areas with primary habitat. Secondary habitat areas may 

have been a ‘sanctuary’, where hunting was prohibited.  

 

European settlers ate large amounts of meat, however native species were considered 

to be pests and koalas were used for dog meat.    

 

“ . . . Dad would tell us of people felling the saplings to get the bears, which 

were killed and roasted for the dogs.” (Evans & Evans: cited SFNSW Koala 

Management Plan, 1997) 

 

Koalas were no longer seen in the ‘open country’ after 1910 (Lunney and Leary, 

1988), although koalas in the rest of NSW are generally associated with agricultural 

land (Reed et al, 1990). The rabbit had reached plague proportions soon after this, and 

is reported to have “ . . . turned the whole country into a desert.” (Lunney and Leary, 

1988). 

 

Felling trees for timber started with the European settlers and, by the start of the 20
th

 

century, sleeper and sawlog cutting employed over 300 cutters in the area of Eden and 

Twofold Bay (Innes, cited Bridges 1983). These operations were undertaken in the 

‘accessible’ forests on moderate slopes and much of the region’s forests remained 

unlogged (Bridges, 1983). 

 

Competition from introduced herbivores (hares and rabbits) for regenerating primary 

feed trees, hunting, and habitat degradation, combined to ensure the demise of koalas. 

Only 50 years after Europeans settled the Bega Valley, soil fertility had reduced to the 

point where the growth of primary and secondary koala feed species (Phillips 2000) 

was insufficient to support koalas and many koalas are thought to have succumbed to 

disease. 

 

Land degradation in the form of soil erosion, loss of soil formation processes (Tulau, 

1997), incision of upland swamps, gully and stream bank erosion (Cohen, Brierley & 

Fryirs, 1997), over-grazing and compaction (CSIRO 1999), combined with drought, 

fire and flood to permanently reduce the fertility of cleared land. The result of this 

degradation was the ‘irrevocable’ loss of koala habitat (Lunney and Leary, 1988).  
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The geology (parent materials) of these arable areas is predominantly Bega Batholith 

granites from the Lower Devonian period, defined as erosional soil landscapes that   

“ . . . have been primarily sculpted by erosive action of running water.” (Tulau, 1997). 

The parent materials, in forests supporting the remaining koala population, are 

predominantly sediments and metasediments from the Ordovician period, similarly 

defined as an erosional landscape and usually with shallow soils (Tulau, 1997).  

 

 Although some parent materials in the southeast forests have a high nutrient status 

(ie. metasediments from the Ordovician period), (Kelly and Turner, 1978), the 

availability of these nutrients to plants is limited by low and very low Cation 

Exchange Capacities in most soils (Tulau, 1997). Apart from alluvial soils, deposited 

downstream of previously fertile arable land, the majority of forested and cleared 

lands in the southeast now have soils of low to very low fertility (Tulau, 1997).  

 

By 1910, other populations of native species had their numbers dramatically reduced 

and several were either locally or regionally extinct (Lunney and Leary, 1988). Some 

of these species (e.g. potoroos, bettongs and bandicoots) played a critical role in 

maintaining the interrelationships between flora and fauna that are essential for the 

health of forest ecosystems (Commonwealth of Australia, 1992, NPWS, 2000). 

 

In an ancient and eroding landscape, these native species are likely to have played a 

vital role in supporting high-density koala populations through their synergistic 

interactions that assist in maintaining macro and micro biological soil processes 

required to maintain and improve soil fertility (Tulau, 1997).  

 

In 1916, the NSW Forestry Commission was formed to regulate the indiscriminate 

logging that was occurring at the time (Scott, 1999). Despite this, supplies of the 

preferred sleeper and koala feed species Woollybutt (E.longifolia), and Coast Grey 

Box (E. bosistoana), were almost exhausted by the mid 1930’s (Scott, 1999). 

 

Records of koalas have been consistently low in the intervening 70 years and 

concentrated in forest ecosystems that previously supported high proportions of 

secondary koala feed species in the Yurammie/Tantawanglo and Murrah/Bermagui 

forests (Lunney et al 1997). 

 

Since 1969, management of production forests has predominantly involved a single 

operation called integrated logging. Selective logging for sleepers and sawlogs 

continued in the northern coastal forests of the EMA until the early 1990’s. These 

operations were followed by integrated logging operations that began around 1980. 

 

 Although limited numbers of trees are retained for seed production, habitat, or in 

strips along streams (Smith 2000), a high proportion of the remaining biomass is 

removed during integrated logging (Tulau, 1997). 
 

The intention of State Forests (NSW) management regime is to produce a ‘regrowth 

forest’ suitable for pulpwood production (Bridges 1983) across the region over a 40 

year period (Recher et al. 1987). After the first rotation, (all alternate coupes logged), 

around the year 2010 (Eden FRAMES, 1997), forests are proposed to be managed for 

pulpwood production (Recher et al. 1987). By the year 2020, sawlogs are planned to 
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be available again from ‘even aged’ wildfire regrowth stands currently being ‘thinned’ 

and ‘potential sawlogs’ retained during some integrated operations between 1980 and 

1990 (Eden FRAMES 1997). 

 

A significant body of scientific research (Tulau, 1997, Olive and Rieger, 1987, Keith 

and Bedward, 1999, SEFKRP, 1998, MacDougall and Loo, 1998), points to logging 

and burning as a major cause of soil degradation, nutrient loss and species change in 

forested environments, reducing the capacity of forests to sustain koalas in the short 

and long term. At present, there is no information to demonstrate that koalas have 

survived in areas where the ‘first rotation’ has been completed. 

 

“ . . . One of the keys to understanding the dynamics of natural cycles is to 

identify the disturbance regime to which they are naturally subject. So long as 

human manipulation of the cycles and systems remains within the limits of the 

natural disturbance regime, feedback processes will tend to balance out 

perturbations. But if we impose pressures on the system that are larger than, 

or different from, those likely to occur in nature, catastrophic changes may 

occur.” (Aplin et al., 1999) 

 

Secondary habitat use by koalas is known to be dependant on both size class and 

density of preferred feed species (Phillips, 2000). This may explain why, unlike 

primary feed species, regenerating trees are not used as feed trees. Koalas have to 

survive on secondary feed trees retained during logging operations until regrowth 

trees reach an appropriate size class, assuming the regrowth stand has the same 

species diversity and site productivity as the previous old growth stand.  

 

Current scientific evidence suggests our land management methods greatly exceed the 

limits of natural disturbance regimes. The local extinction of species such as koalas is 

one indication of the reduction in biodiversity that results from ecologically 

unsustainable land management.  

 

 

“ . . . Wildlife management has long shown that animals cannot simply pick up 

and ‘re-locate’. The concept that animals are ‘driven out’ of State Forests to 

occupy available habitat elsewhere is commonly expressed, in a variety of 

concepts. No matter what the context; the concept is incorrect – this does not 

happen in the real world. If suitable nearby habitat exists for the species under 

consideration, it will already be occupied by that species.” Report to the 

Minister for Urban Affairs and Planning on EIS submissions, SFNSW (1995). 

 

In 1994 the Murrah/Mumbulla Residents Group obtained legal intervention to ensure 

that pre-logging surveys in surrounding public forests included surveys for koalas. At 

the time there were no koala research sites in Bermagui/Murrah forests (Jurskis et al. 

1994).  

 

These surveys were undertaken after the commencement of logging. In 1996 further 

legal intervention was necessary to ensure the NPWS did not issue a license to ‘take 

or kill’ koalas during logging operations in Murrah forest. Five years later the ‘forest 

types’, said to be ‘unsuitable’ for koalas (SFNSW, Harvesting Plans, 1994-96), appear 

to be the last location in the Eden region where verified breeding koalas exist.  
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Although recent land-use decisions have seen some occupied koala habitat placed into 

the reserve system, it seems unlikely these areas are sustaining, or can sustain, a 

viable koala population. At present sufficient information is not available for an 

adequate assessment of koala habitat across tenures. In the time that it takes to gather 

this information, much more habitat is scheduled for destruction and koalas may well 

be extinct in the south-east coastal forests. 

 

Koala Records and Population Estimates 

 

“ . . . There is enough methodical scientific data and corroborating incidental 

information so that the reliability of records is not an issue in koala 

management planning.” Koalas in the Eden Region, SFNSW 1999 

 
The fauna and flora records, held in trust by the NPWS, form the basis of decisions made in relation to 

all development applications in NSW that could impact on native fauna. An interpretation of the 

records is required to assess the need for a Species Impact Statement for such developments. 

 

There are numerous anomalies, omissions and inconsistencies in the NPWS Wildlife database. Despite 

our considerable attempts over the years to have these corrected, they continue to exist and are still 

affecting the capacity for informed decisions to be made about the impact on fauna from some 

developments. 

 

Table 1 (next page) combines the results from a community postal survey, undertaken in 1991, with 

koala records ‘existing’ at the time in the column headed ‘1997’ (Lunney et al. 1997). The other 

column ‘2000’, provides the number of koala records for the corresponding time in the NPWS Wildlife 

Atlas as at March 2000.  

 

TABLE 1: Koala Records in the EMA: 1997 and 2000. 

 

Time period 1997 2000 

Up to 1970 40 35 

1970’s 34 75 

1980’s 63 136 

1990-91 48 157 

Totals 185 403 
 

 

Results from the community survey (Lunney et al. 1997), indicate 125 or 68% of koala records up to 

1992 were ‘verified’.  A comparison with the more recent ‘2000’ records (n = 403) suggests that only 

31% of the current historic koala records have been ‘verified’.  

 

As noted in our letter to the NSW Scientific Committee (5 May 2000), the NPWS 

Atlas database indicates that apart from the South East Forest Koala Research Project, 

the last koala record in the EMA was in early 1996 in Murrah Forest. However, a map 

produced by SFNSW (19/9/1996) indicates a more recent record in the compartment 

adjacent to a recently approved development.  

 

This omission from the NPWS Wildlife Atlas, combined with the current lack of 

protected status for koalas, has led to the approval by the Bega Valley Shire Council 

(BVSC) of a ‘field and game’ shot-gun range in the identified coastal forest koala 

habitat at the Murrah. 
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“The consultant concluded that core habitat does not exist at the site. National 

Parks and Wildlife Service agrees with the findings that the clay shooting 

range activity is not likely to significantly impact on threatened species, 

population or ecological communities. Council’s Natural Resources Officer 

has also previously read the assessment and considered it to be satisfactory. 

There is nothing that Council staff is currently aware of that would trigger 

fresh assessments to be carried out in regard to flora and fauna.” Planning 

and Environment Reports to Bega Valley Shire Council 25 July 2000 

 
A SFNSW employee undertook the flora and fauna assessment. The NPWS Threatened Species Unit 

(Queanbeyan) who are preparing the South Coast Management Area Koala Recovery Plan, approved 

the development. Representatives from these two agencies, a representative from the Forest Products 

Association (Harris Daishowa Aust. Pty Ltd.), and BVSC’s Natural Resources Officer, form the 

majority of members on the NSW Government’s regional Koala Recovery Team.  

 

The consultant found mature trees of three (3) secondary koala feed species and two (2) preferred 

stringy bark species (Phillips, 2000), confirming the site contains high quality secondary habitat. These 

species are not found in SEPP 44, so the importance of protecting secondary habitat in an area with  

koala conservation, has not been a consideration. The role of the Koala Recovery Team, particularly 

their commitment to koala conservation and community koala recovery initiatives, must be questioned.  

 

In order to ‘protect’ koalas, the consultant’s report proposes trees at the site should be checked for 

koalas, before shooting commences. Information on the movements of a radio-collared koala in 

Bermagui forest, indicates the animal stayed away from roads and the noise of passing traffic  (pers. 

comm. A. Cotterill, SFNSW). Research into the affect of noise on birds concluded they tend to 

accept/adapt to constant steady noise up to 70 dBA, a relatively high noise level (Woodward-Clyne 

1999). Sudden and impulsive noise such as shot gun blasts that exceed this level are ‘ . . . capable of 

causing birds and other wild animals to become startled.” (Woodward-Clyne 1999) 

 

Noise assessments undertaken by BVSC staff found noise levels from the shotgun range exceed 90dBA 

at three (3) kilometres from the site. Within this area Forest Red Gum (E. tereticornis) has been planted 

as part of an NHT funded project, and over 600 hectares of modelled ‘core’ koala habitat has been 

identified during the Eden CRA/RFA process. A five (5) kilometre radius around the site includes a 3.5 

kilometre stretch of the Murrah River, most of which is alluvial flats, now planted with Forest Red 

Gum (E. tereticornis) and over 2,500 hectares of modelled ‘core’ koala habitat. The only breeding 

koala located in Murrah forest over the past two (2) years, is in this area. 

 

Beyond this point (5 km.), the attenuation of sound due to distance and topographical attributes would, 

under ideal climatic conditions, reduce the noise to a level that may not ‘startle’ koalas. The noise from 

this development is likely to impact on koalas currently occupying surrounding forests, further 

reducing the availability of suitable habitat for the species and threatening koala recovery initiatives.  

 

Compartments surrounding this development are scheduled for logging under the terms of the NSW 

Forestry and National Park Estate Act 1998, Integrated Forestry Operations Approvals package, for the 

Eden region, (IFOA). 

 

“ . . . State Forests will have surveyed all compartments before harvesting using a survey 

protocol that has broad community support and will continue it’s proactive surveys of areas 

important to Koala conservation.” Koala Management Plan: Eden Management Area, 

SFNSW 1997 

 

The IFOA also relies on the NPWS Wildlife Atlas and stipulates that prelogging 

surveys are to include taped koala callback surveys when the compartment proposed 

for logging is within 2 kilometres of a koala record
3
.  

                                                           
3
 A koala ‘record’ may be a sighting, but may be other evidence of a koala (ie. faecal pellets, road kill, 

evidence of the animal found in predator droppings, heard call etc.). In March (2001) the NPWS Atlas 
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Since 1996, approximately 200 compartments across the EMA have been subject to 

integrated logging, although there have been no responses from koalas and hence no 

need to consider mitigative measures. 

 

Other omissions, in the Wildlife Atlas, include koala records from the 1997 regional 

koala callback survey (sponsored by Harris-Daishowa Aust, Ltd.). Similarly, records 

for the last koalas found during logging operations in the Murrah area during 1994-

1996 (Harvesting Plans for compartments 2048, 2049, 2032 and 2035), are not to be 

found on the NPWS dataset licensed to the NHT project. Yet, according to a letter 

from (then) State Forests Regional Manager, Mr. Craige Brown (5 June 2000), all of 

SFNSW fauna records are on the NPWS database. 

 

Other anomalies in the NPWS records of koalas can be found in a recent 

Environmental Impact Statement for the Department of Defence and NSW 

Waterways Authority (Woodwarde-Clyne, 1999). The consultants found a 

significantly greater number of recent koala records (n=32) in the area of their study 

(around the Eden woodchip mill) than are in the NPWS database (n=18). Most of 

these latter records are associated with the trapping and radio collaring of koalas in 

Nullica State Forest in the early 1990’s. 

 

There is general agreement that the primary feed tree species for koalas in the 

southeast coastal forests was Forest Red Gum (E. tereticornis), found in forest 

ecosystems now in danger of extinction on previously arable private land (NSW 

Scientific Committee, 2000). The only sizeable area in National Parks where these 

ecosystems grew, is in recently acquired areas at the northern end of Mimosa Rocks 

National Park (Bunga).  

 

Although much of this area was cleared for cattle grazing and the soils are highly 

compacted, during a recent field inspection of this area (Bunga), a small area of Bega 

Dry Grass Forest (Keith and Bedward 1999) was found, with mature and regenerating 

Forest Red Gum (E. tereticornis). Similar to regenerating Forest Red Gum (E. 

tereticornis) in the Bega Valley, the regenerating trees appeared stunted, suggesting 

soil conditions are currently not ideal for the species. 

 

Through the centre of this stand are white pegs that mark where the NPWS was 

planning to put a road. This plan was abandoned (S. Deck, NPWS pers. comm), but 

apparently not because of the existence of the primary feed tree species for koalas. No 

evidence of koalas was found during this field inspection, suggesting the surrounding 

forest is unable to support koalas, although there are thought to be some records for 

the area (S. Deck, NPWS pers. comm). The NPWS Atlas indicates there is one koala 

record (Anonymous 1990) within a five (5) kilometre radius of the site. Lunney 

(1997) indicates only one pre 1970’s record in the same area. 

 

The proposal that koalas are evenly spread across tenures throughout the region could 

be a mentifact formed from many differing datasets.  For example, information 

provided by SFNSW (1999) for a forum on koala issues (Cork and Walker, 1999) and 

to the NSW Scientific Committee, indicates 882 (incidental) koala records were 
                                                                                                                                                                      

records were made available on the internet, where it is suggested that the koala records are all 

sightings. 
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employed in a comparison of koala habitat models for the Eden region. Yet, there are 

only 481 koala records in the Eden region in the NPWS Atlas.  

 
Using the larger dataset and assuming koalas occupy all forest and tenures, SFNSW (1999) estimated a 

potential regional population of 1,400 animals. Using the smaller NPWS Atlas dataset, SFNSW koala 

records for the region have been sorted by tenure in Table 2 (next page). The last of these records is in 

1991; after that year the individual names of SFNSW employees are recorded as the observers. 

 
 

TABLE 2: SFNSW Wildlife Atlas Koala Records for Eden by Tenure (April 

2000) 
 

Observer National Park Private Land State Forest 

State Forests 26 31 19 

% Koala Records 16% 30% 26% 

 

The apparent concentration of SFNSW koala records on private land and National 

Park tenure before 1992 and the introduction of targeted koala surveys, may be an 

artefact of uneven SFNSW visitation, survey effort, changes in tenure or the smaller 

dataset. Approximately fifty (50) koala records, previously under the name of 

‘Braithwaite’, were apparently miscoded as the observer was State Forests (Briggs, 

1999).  

 
It is a grave concern that not only is an eclectic mix of koala records ‘wheeled out’ whenever the 

regulatory agencies need to demonstrate a ‘regional distribution’ of koalas, but also that the veracity of 

these records is highly questionable.  

 

It is arguable that opinions on koala distribution and numbers, based on several 

different and apparently unverified datasets, have acted to the detriment of koala 

conservation.  

 

Nevertheless, the total lack of records from the community over the past five (5) 

years, and the reduction in documented breeding animals, demonstrates that the koala 

population is now very low. Management decisions, made on the basis of the records, 

ignore the documented contemporary distribution and demonstrated habitat 

requirements of koalas, increasing the probability of regional extinction.  
 

Regional Callback Surveys 
 

SFNSW indicate twelve (12) koala records were obtained during targeted regional taped koala call- 

playback surveys prior to 1997 and fifteen (15) from the 1997 survey (Jurskis et al, draft).  

 

Information, provided by SFNSW on the 1997 survey, indicates responses from 14 possible koalas and 

the map Koala Records-Regional Surveys (Figure 2) has 13 response sites. Such discrepancies may 

seem minor, however, when these figures are multiplied to produce an estimated regional population, 

the differences can be significant. 

 

A great deal of reliance has been placed on the outcome of these surveys, despite the significant 

probability for error in the analysis and interpretation of the results. What is most disturbing about this 

survey is that the results are considered to demonstrate a region-wide koala population requiring no 

other verification. Extrapolating from this survey, a potential population of 3,750 animals, or one koala 

every 130 hectares of forest, could be theorised.  
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“  . . . In Victoria the Koala is not listed in any category; Menkhorst 1996, states that the 

Koala is not endangered in that state and that control measures may be necessary in areas 

with high Koala populations as release sites become limited for translocation programs.” 

Koala Management Plan: Eden Management Area, SFNSW 1997 (emphasis added) 

 

Koalas need specific habitat, which is not evenly distributed in the southeast but only occurs in 

particular locations.  

 

Phillips (2000) classifies koala habitat into three (3) classes, primary habitat is where “ . . . primary 

food tree species comprise the dominant (ie. ≥ 50%) overstorey tree species. Capable of supporting ( ≥ 

0.75 koala/ha) koala populations.”  

 

A high proportion of the primary koala feed species, Forest Red Gum (E. tereticornis), is found in Bega 

Dry Grass forest (Keith and Bedward 1999), where one (1) response from one (1) survey point was 

recorded during the survey (Jurskis et al, undated). The extant area of this ecosystem on private tenure 

in the EMA is 4,429 hectares (Keith and Bedward, 1999), and according to the methods employed 

(Jurskis et al, undated), the response rate (one per fifty hectares) could suggest a koala population of 

800 animals.  

 

“ . . . On private lands they (koalas) were patchily distributed in areas containing remnants of 

native forests.” (Jurskis et al, draft) 

 

For the purpose of conjecture, if the remnants of Bega Dry Grass Forest in the Bega Valley were 

supporting a high-density koala population, the number of animals would be around 5,000. Assuming 

20% of males in the population responded there would be around twelve (12) responses from each 

survey point. In a low-density population the use of vocalisations may have greater importance and 

effectiveness than in a high-density population where visual displays are probably more frequent. 

 

There are five post-1988 koala records on private land in the Bega Valley (NPWS Atlas, 2000). Three 

of the observations are attributed to State Forests, one to a NPWS employee, and the other to an 

individual. The regional survey appears to have confirmed the reduced capacity of remnant forests on 

private land to support koalas. It seems unlikely that the koala found on private land during the regional 

call-back survey was a secret kept by local landholders.  

 

“ . . . The average estimated distance to a responding koala was about 400m 

suggesting that the effective survey area was about 50ha per site . . . the 

survey sampled about 4% of the region’s forests.” 

 (Jurskis et al, draft). 
 

The use of an average estimated distance to the responding koala may underestimate 

the area surveyed. Two of the koalas detected were over a kilometre from the taped-

call location (SFNSW 1997). Jurskis and Potter (1997) suggest koala bellows may be 

audible over two (2) kilometres away. Assuming a response from one kilometre away 

would be heard at all survey locations, the total effective survey area per site is 

312ha.or 24% of the forests in the EMA. The estimated koala population, assuming 

all forest is occupied, is effectively reduced to one fifth of the SFNSW estimate or 

approximately 200 koalas.  

 

“ . . . The koalas were detected in eight modelled vegetation types of which 7 

were dry types and 1 was a wet type. (Jurskis et al, draft) 

 

It is unclear in the draft whether this analysis was derived from the location where the 

taping device was located, or the estimated response location providing another 

possibility for error not accounted for in the draft report. The analysis of vegetation 

types appears to be based on the draft vegetation typing used for the Eden CRA 

process. The IFOA (1999) requires that the published information on forest 
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ecosystems (Keith and Bedward 1999) be used, and there are some significant 

differences between the draft and published vegetation typing; for example the area of 

modelled Coastal Warm Temperate Rainforest (Type 6) has reduced by one third. 

Responses were reported from seven (7) forest ecosystems (Jurskis et al, draft) that 

account for only 18% of the region’s area (Keith and Bedward 1999). 

 
According to Keith and Bedward (1999), five of the nine vegetation types at survey sites near the koala 

detections are “wet” types. Maps of NSW Forestry Commission ‘Forest Types’ (Baur 1989) have not 

been published (Keith and Bedward 1999) but are determined by an experienced forester when in the 

forest. This approach to forest classification can become very complicated. In the home range of one 

radio-collared koala eight ‘forest types’ were identified, whereas, only three (3) forest ecosystems are 

mapped in the same area (Keith and Bedward 1999). 

 

The regional callback survey provided the opportunity for analysis of the results in 

terms of presence/absence of koalas from sites with previous koala records, yet this 

was not undertaken. A simplification of the stratification into forests north and south 

of Bega provides for responses at four (4) or 1.5% of sites (n=256) in forests south of 

Bega. None of these koala response sites have a previous koala record within a one 

(1) kilometre radius. However, forty (40) or 15.6% of the sites contain koala records  

(n=64) within this radius but no response was reported during the regional callback 

survey.  
 

These records are considered to provide an unbiased data-set (Jurskis et al, draft), although, when a 

‘possible’ koala responds to taped-calls during pre-logging surveys, it is not considered by the NPWS 

or SFNSW to demonstrate evidence of a koala. Physical evidence (faecal pellets, sighting) is required 

to confirm the presence of a koala in the area, yet a suggestion of follow-up ground surveys at response 

locations was rejected by SFNSW and the NPWS. Another view is that these records add to koala 

databases already dominated by unverified and unexplainable records. 

 

Decisions on koala management and numbers based on either taped-call surveys alone, or when 

combined with other unverified koala records, are less than desirable, if not unacceptable. Similarly 

taped call surveys, alone, fail to meet agreed survey priorities and recommendations that came from 

discussions on koalas in the southeast (Briggs 1999). The focus for koala surveys and research should 

be breeding animals. 

 

While the results of this call-back survey (Jurskis et al, draft) assist in directing future survey effort, the 

use of potentially intrusive research techniques, particularly during the breeding season, is a serious 

concern. Male koalas have been known to travel significant distances in response to taped koala calls. 

Any breeding opportunity that may be missed, as a result of employing such techniques, is an 

unnecessary threat to the known population, particularly when less intrusive methods are available. 

 

Koala Distribution in the Coastal Southeast forests 

 

Phillips (2000) recommends using the 600 to 800 metre contour to delineate between 

coastal koala habitat and tablelands habitat. This places the coastal koalas, on which 

research has seemingly concentrated, in very different habitat to the more recently 

discovered Numerella koala ‘colony’. In regard to the former, it would appear the 

local extinctions of known koala populations, at Nullica and Tantawanglo/Yurammie, 

may be complete.  

 

Two breeding female koalas were first documented in these areas in 1992 and 1993 

and are reported to have bred twice (Jurskis and Potter, 1997). A dingo or feral dog 

was reported to have killed the radio-collared female (Ruth) in eastern Tantawangalo 

forest (Jurskis and Potter, 1997). The home-range of another koala, probably a 
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dominant male, overlapped Ruth’s, and evidence of this koala continued in the area 

for nearly three (3) years after the death of the female.  

 

The movements of both of the female animals and six (6) other koalas were monitored 

weekly, after they were radio-collared (Jurskis and Potter, 1997). Two (2) of the four 

(4) koalas radio-collared in Yurammie/Tantawangalo were located by local residents.  

These four (4) koalas all had home ranges separated by only a few kilometres 

suggesting that they may have been in vocal contact. 

 

The koala named ‘Wayne’, described as a ‘sub-adult’ (Jurskis and Potter, 1997), spent 

most of the time in the north of his home-range close to the home-range of ‘Ruth’ and 

where vocal contact was possible. It seems reasonable to assume that excursions to 

the south made by ‘Wayne’ were fruitless in locating other koalas.  
 

The location of the other breeding koala was ‘predicted’ to be in south Nullica and 

three (3) koalas were subsequently included in the radio tracking program (Jurskis et 

al., 1994). 

 

Samples were obtained from some of the radio-collared koalas for genetic analysis, 

although it is unclear which animals these were (Jurskis and Potter, 1997). The 

analysis found a distinct genetic profile in the four (4) samples tested (Emmins, 1996). 

Emmins has found Chlamydia infection is endemic in all natural koala populations he 

has tested (cited, Jurskis and Shields, 1995).    

 

Results for Chlamydia testing indicate three (3) of five (5) animals tested negative  

(Jurskis et al., 1994), although these results did not include breeding females. The 

infected koalas are reported as not exhibiting observable signs of the disease (Jurskis 

and Potter, 1997). Curiously, one of the females (Roberta) subsequently tested 

positive (Jurskis and Potter, 1997), yet her offspring (Michelle) and the male that 

shared her home-range (Robert), both tested negative to Chlamydia (Jurskis et al., 

1994, Jurskis and Potter, 1997). 

 

According to SFNSW (V. Jurskis pers. comm), the three (3) radio-collared koalas in 

south Nullica were the only animals in that area and none survive. The koala faecal 

pellets located at three (3) sites in south Nullica during 1997 (SEFKRP 1998) may 

well have been the last of these animals. Several compartments in south Nullica have 

been logged since 1997, apparently, no koalas were detected in pre-logging surveys or 

during logging operations. 

 

Over the past three (3) years, evidence of koalas is from two sites where koala faecal 

pellets were found (B. Harris pers.comm) in north Nullica and west Yurammie. This 

evidence was found during the course of surveys for other species. One of these sites 

was along a prominent ridgeline in Yurammie, previously occupied by a radio-

collared male koala.  

 

Male koalas use of prominent ridgelines to bellow unchallenged over the surrounding 

forest. If there was no response from other koalas, there would be no reason for the 

animal to stay in the area. It is understood recent pre-logging surveys in east 

Yurammie, near where koala pellets where found in 1997 (SEFKRP 1998), were 

unable to confirm a continued koala presence. The koala faecal pellets found in north 
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Nullica were also found along a ridgeline. This area is close to one of the regional 

call-back response sites and, like Yurammie is within the ‘triangle’ formed by the 

other three (3) response sites south of Bega.  

 

The apparent local extinction of breeding koalas at south Nullica and the documented 

decline of koalas in Yurammie/Tantawangalo, does assist in more accurately defining 

the boundaries of the remaining endangered population, located from the Murrah 

through to Dignams Creek.  

 

In Dignams Creek it is understood koala faecal pellets were found at nine (9) separate 

locations during SFNSW general prelogging surveys in 1999 (SFNSW, unpublished 

data). Dignams Creek is understood to be the only location in the southern region 

where koala faecal pellets have been detected during routine forestry activities.  

 

Proposals to log this compartment were abandoned, and the area is now proposed for 

National Park as an outcome of the Comprehensive Regional Assessment for the 

Southern Region. Targeted surveys, undertaken by community members in this and 

two other compartments in the Dignams Creek catchment, also found koala faecal 

pellets.  

 

In the Narira Creek catchment, a targeted survey undertaken in areas not previously 

searched by the South East Forest Koala Research Project (SEFKRP), in Wallaga 

Lake National Park and Bermagui State Forest, found a probable breeding female 

koala (Allen 1999). 

 

In the Cuttagee catchment, the most recent evidence of a probable breeding female 

koala was found during community surveys in 1999 and March 2000 in a 

compartment currently scheduled for logging. This compartment is located between 

newly declared National Park and areas of private forested land and alluvial flats 

along the Murrah River.  

 

Post-1988 NPWS Koala records for the Bega Valley Shire (Table 3, below), indicate 

National Parks and Nature Reserves account for most of the koala records. The 

remainder is evenly distributed on private land and State Forest. Over the eight years, 

until the last record in 1996, an average of 30 koala records per year, were entered 

onto the Atlas from the BVS. 
 

TABLE 3: NPWS Koala Records for the Bega Valley Shire 
 

Tenure 

(1999) 

Koala records 

Post 1988  

No. without 

Logging History 

No. within Typed 

vegetation 

NP/NR 138 100 138 

PMP 1.3 1 0 1 

Private Land 64 64 43 

State Forest 63 36 58 

Totals 266 200 240 

 

 

There is very little information on logging of private forests and much of the logging 

that occurred in National Parks (prior to change in tenure) seems to be undocumented. 
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The proportion of records (75%) located in areas without a history of logging could be 

a product of undocumented logging history.  

 

Mapped forest ecosystems account for 551,500ha or 67% of the EMA (Keith and 

Bedward, 1999). Ten percent (n=26) of the records are on cleared land that has no 

mapped native vegetation, however this could result from modifications to record 

locations made by the NPWS on some mapsheets. 

 

The most recent record (1998) in the NPWS Atlas is in the Wandella area between 

Dignams Creek and Peak Alone (outside the EMA). An unsolicited koala call was 

heard (J. Miles pers comm). As previously mentioned, the NPWS Atlas now defines 

all records as ‘sightings’.  

 

Only six (6) breeding female koalas have been located in the southeast forests. Two 

thirds of these have gone and their home-ranges have not been re-occupied. The 

implications are that there are no koalas to disperse or ‘relocate’ into previously 

occupied forest, nor can the habitat continue to support koalas. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tablelands 
 

“ . . . A “colony’ known from E.viminalis (Manna Gum) woodland near Numerella has not 

been studied.” (Jurskis and Shields, 1995) 

 

With regard to koalas on the Tablelands and their ‘connection’ to coastal koalas, 

Jurskis and Potter (1997) suggest a “. . . lack of records … between  about Numerella 

and Nowra is closely associated with the Duea, Ettrema wilderness”. The NPWS 

Wildlife Atlas indicates that the last koala record over 700 metres in the EMA was a 

response to taped calls of large forest owls in the south-west of the EMA (Kavanagh 

and Bampkin, 1994).  

 

Just to the north-west of the EMA, there is a ‘collection’ of koala records dated after 

1990 on Vacant Crown Land around Numerella Mountain. Ten (10) of the thirteen 

(13) records are observations by SFNSW and a former SFNSW employee. Given the 

records start within five (5) kilometres of the EMA boundary, it is feasible that these 
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koalas were translocated to the Numerella area, although this action was not 

documented.  

 

" . . . Populations of Koalas are known from areas adjacent to the Eden 

Management Area. There is a well documented population in Vacant Crown 

Land near Numeralla. A Koala was removed from a utility pole in Numerella 

township in November 1996 (Cooma Express,November 1996) by NPWS 

personnel." (Koala Management Plan: Eden Management Area, SFNSW 

1997) 

 

The only apparent documentation results from NPWS funded targeted surveys (Allen, 

1999) east of Numerella, where koala faecal pellets had previously been located 

(SEFKRP 1998). Although limited data was collected, calculated tree species ‘strike 

rates’ and site activity levels, were lower than those of koalas in the coastal forests. 

These results suggest very large home-ranges although potential breeding animals 

were not located.  

 

For reasons unknown a subset of the koala records (excluding records attributed to 

SFNSW) were provided to the survey team contracted by the NPWS in 1999 and on 

the basis of these records the survey areas were determined.  There are no references 

to previous documentation or any previous agency surveys in the report on the 

Numerella surveys (Allen 1999). Yet these records are indicated in the Eden Fauna 

Modelling report (NPWS, 1998) to be arboreal mammal survey sites used in the fauna 

modelling process. 

 

Over four (4) days of surveys around Numerella Mountain, three (3) koala skulls were 

found and two (2) live koalas were observed in an area totalling about 3,000 hectares. 

Such evidence of koalas has not been found during many hundreds of survey hours in 

the coastal forests, suggesting that the koalas at Numerella are readily visible and may 

have a high mortality. Genetic samples were not and have not been taken from the 

live animals, although they are the only documented live koalas located in the 

southeast tablelands of NSW over the past century. 

 

The report on the Numerella surveys (Allen 1999) postulates that unspecified 

evidence suggests “ . . . there is a low density Koala population stretching from north 

to south for at least 50 km.”.  There is only limited evidence to support such an 

assertion, and it is possible that these koalas are confined to lower topographies 

between steep slopes around the base of Numerella Mountain.   
 

In order to obtain an historical perspective, a previous resident, who had grown up in the area and had 

never heard of koalas, provided phone numbers for several long-term residents. These residents were 

contacted by the writer and asked if they had any historical information on koalas in the Numerella 

area. Most of the residents had neither seen nor heard of koalas and questioned that there are koalas in 

the area. One resident had participated in the NPWS koala surveys (Allen 1999: cited draft Koala 

Recovery Plan SCMA, 2000) and, although he lived there most of his life had no historical information 

about the koalas.  

 

Another resident stated he had heard of the koala found up a power-pole in Numerella 

township and that the animal had been released near his property, some fifteen (15) 

kilometres to the north east. He recalled seeing a koala when he was younger about 50 
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years ago up near Bredbo, but he thought they were all gone now and suggested it is 

the “wrong timber for koalas around Numerella”. 

 

“ . . . Identify and acquire for koala management at least 3,000 ha of E. 

rubida-stellula-pauciflora woodland (or habitat of similar carrying capacity) 

in a manner that provides connectivity to known populations of koalas on the 

tablelands.” Koala Management Plan: Eden Management Area, SFNSW 1997 

 
Within the area bounded by the records from the Numerella surveys (3,068 ha.) nearly 50% consists of 

slopes over twenty degrees, suggesting that very little habitat is available in this area. Despite the steep 

slopes, much of the area and forests to the north, were modelled as ‘core’ koala habitat for the Southern 

region CRA Process. Interestingly, only five (5) of nineteen (19) sites indicated in the Numerella 

survey report, are located in modelled ‘core’ habitat (Allen 1999). 

 

Several playback sites were located to the immediate south of the Numerella “colony” 

(Jurskis et al, undated) in the EMA, although there were no responses recorded 

suggesting the koala ‘colony’ may not extend into forests to the south. Between 10 to 

25 kilometres to the north, the Wildlife Atlas (NPWS, 2000) indicates there are six (6) 

koala records, two (2) of these are attributed to anonymous observers in the 1970’s. 

Three (3) of the other four (4) koala records are between 1990 and 1994 and, in 

common many with many other koala records, the observers have only one koala 

sighting and no other species recorded in the Atlas.  

 
Areas, of similar but arguably less fertile unconsolidated sediments growing non-commercial forest 

ecosystems, can be found in the large (approx 80,000 ha) steep area of Wadbilliga National Park, a few 

kilometres to the east of Numerella. The NPWS Atlas indicates one other koala record for central 

Wadbilliga dated 1950 and several kilometres from the nearest road (Lunney et al., 1997). 

 

Recent additions to Wadbilliga National Park include areas of logged forest north of 

Bemboka and around Murrabrine Mountain. There are two (2) recent records to the 

east of Numerella that originate from the 1997 regional koala playback survey 

sponsored by Harris-Daishowa Aust, Ltd. (Jurskis et al, 1998).  

 

Any ‘link’ between koalas at Numerella and Dignams Creek would require the 

animals to cross the Great Dividing Range through Wadbilliga, possibly without 

suitable feed trees and then travel north to Peak Alone. From Peak Alone, koalas 

would then have to turn east to Dignams Creek. Most of this area is State Forest, 

where there are no reports of koalas being located during forestry activities. 

Historically, koalas at Dignams Creek were thought to be ‘linked’ with secondary 

habitat to the north-west and agricultural land at Belowra, cleared in the 1930’s. 

 

The remains of a malnourished male koala were found more recently, nearly 50 

kilometres to the south of Numerella in similar forest ecosystems, near Glen Allan 

forest. The presence of a koala in this area was first reported by SFNSW several 

months earlier at a Koala Recovery Team meeting. Whether this animal was located 

by ‘predictive’ means is not known. It is understood samples were taken for genetic 

analysis, although how long the animal had been dead, and what the samples revealed, 

is not known.  

 

The only other koala, (a female) was found during 1997 in an emaciated and 

disorientated state sitting in the middle of a road near Tubbut over the Victorian 

border. This animal was ‘fed up’ on pumpkin and corn mash and released in the area 
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it was found. Genetic analysis was undertaken on samples from this animal and the 

results found a distinctive genetic profile (Houlden et al, 1999), although the 

methodology (B Houlden pers.comm) precludes comparison with other genetic 

analysis results from ‘Eden’ koalas (ie Emmins, 1996).  

 
Whether the tablelands’ koalas represent a population, and whether they spread into the Wadbilliga 

Wilderness, remains speculation. Based on our current understanding of suitable koala habitat, the 

soils, topography and forest ecosystems in Wadbilliga NP, render this area mostly unsuitable for 

koalas. What can be said about the tablelands’ koalas is that since 1997, seven (7) animals have been 

located and most of these have been dead or close to it. The single female koala on which genetic 

analysis has been undertaken, was located over 100 kilometres from the other two live koalas.  

 

It is worth noting that the Long-footed Potoroo recovery area (NPWS, 2000) is based 

near Tubbut, in the far south-west of the EMA and, like forests in far north-east of the 

EMA, integrated logging in these forests began in the early 1980’s. Despite intensive 

species specific surveys in this area, no recent evidence of the Long-footed Potoroo 

has been found and the ‘worst case scenario’ adds the species to the regionally extinct 

list (NPWS, 2000). 

 
“ . . . On remnant areas of high quality habitat, or re-established areas, the re-introduction of 

Koalas is a possibility. Suitable stock from nearby areas in Victoria are available.” (Jurskis 

and Shields, 1995) 

 
Since 1925 koalas, typically from overstocked island refuges, have been translocated to over 200 

locations in Victoria, around Canberra (Menkhorst el al, 1999) and Mallacoota south of Eden (P 

Mitchell: cited draft Koala Recovery Plan SCMA, 2000). The outcomes of these translocation exercises 

are not well documented and many have led to overbrowsing problems, probably because of a lack of 

understanding of koala habitat requirements (US Fish and Wildlife Service, 2000).  

 

Any proposals for re-introduction of koalas to the southeast forests need to be considered in the context 

of a depleted and diminishing local population on the coast and many unknowns on the tablelands. 

Should the coastal population become extinct, due to the destruction of remaining habitat, it would be 

irresponsible to consider koala translocation to the region. However, with only a handful of animals 

remaining, the genetic integrity of the species becomes an important consideration. 

 

NPWS Draft Koala Recovery Plan 
 

A draft Koala Recovery Plan has yet to be released for public comment, but it is 

understood recovery efforts are to be across three (3) coastal local Government areas. 

Unfortunately, such a proposal does not provide any protection to critical secondary 

habitat for the documented breeding koalas in Murrah/Bermagui forests or any that 

may remain Yurammie/Nullica forests.   

 

For example, (and as already noted) the most recent evidence of a breeding koala in 

the Murrah forest was found in a compartment currently scheduled for logging. This 

compartment is located between newly declared National Park in Murrah forest and 

areas of private forest along the Murrah River. In compartments (2035, 2049), where 

logging and burning of ‘retained’ alternate coupes proceeded under the current 

prescriptions for koala during 1994-1996, there has been no koala activity for over 

three (3) years. These two (2) compartments remain the only ones in the region where 

small areas have not been logged because of the presence of koalas. 
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The compartment with the most recent evidence of a koala in Yurammie is also to be 

logged and burnt and it is understood only the tree, where the koala faecal pellets 

were found, is to be retained (pers.comm B. Harris). 

 

Given it can be demonstrated that logging prescriptions have failed on the two (2) 

occasions they have been implemented, we agree with the US Department of the 

Interior (US Fish and Wildlife Service, 2000). The IFOA regulations and (draft) 

logging protocols for private land (DLWC, 2000), are inadequate to protect remaining 

koalas and directly threaten the critical secondary koala habitat that remains. In 

addition, the IFOA regulations threaten the re-establishment of primary koala feed 

species by ignoring the deleterious environmental impacts of licensed and regular 

forest management activities.  

 

Any Koala Recovery Plan requires an emphasis on supporting community initiatives 

aimed at a koala population recovery. At the same time, residents are expected to 

tolerate logging, burning and other inappropriate development around their properties 

and in their catchments in support of an unproven theory that these activities benefit 

koalas.  

 
The failure of land management agencies and regulatory authorities to acknowledge the adverse 

impacts on koalas of past and current land management practices is a considerable impediment to koala 

conservation and recovery efforts.  

 

Koala Habitat Modelling 
 

“ . . . the New South Wales Government has begun creating forest reserves 

under the Regional Forest Agreements (RFAs). The State Government has 

reserved 600,000 hectares so far, and, by their assessment, a large proportion 

of this land is koala habitat.” Mr Brian Gilligan, Director General of the New 

South Wales National Parks and Wildlife Service, cited: US Fish and Wildlife 

Service, 2000. 

 

Two (2) koala habitat models have been produced for the southeast forests (figure 3.jpg 

- Modelled ‘First Class’ Koala Habitat In The Southeast Of NSW). One of these was for the 

Eden Management Area (EMA) and the other for the more recent Southern Region 

Comprehensive Regional Assessment. Both of these models suggest that National 

Parks in the southeast contain very little koala habitat, despite the database in Table 3.  

 

In the EMA, an ‘agreed’ reservation target of 53,000 hectares was set for koalas with 

a minimum ‘patch size’ of 5,300 hectares in ten (10) areas (Environment Australia, 

1998). The outcome of the Eden RFA produced the result indicated in the following 

table for those areas. 

 

TABLE 4: Distribution of ‘Core’ Koala Habitat by Tenure in the EMA. 
 

 

Area NP/NR Private Land State Forest ha. below target 

1 4,756 1,931 2,834 544 

2 3,358 1,256 2,156 1,942 

3 4,772 1,059 592 528 

4 575 149 163 4,725 
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5 78 340 19 5,222 

6 518 235 2,082 4,782 

7 121 80 15 5,179 

8 1,354 19 6,784 3,946 

9 1 27  5,299 

10 36 0  5,264 

Totals 15,569 5,098 14,644 37,431 

 

 
Based on this information only 29.3% of the target for ‘core’ koala habitat estimated to sustain a koala 

population, was reserved from logging. These figures do not take into consideration slope class and 

only partially account for the impacts of disturbance on koala habitat. Meta-data produced for the 

Southern Region koala habitat model estimated one (1) koala per one hundred (100) hectares in ‘core’ 

habitat (NPWS 1999). As only about 35,000 ha was identified in the EMA this could suggest a 

population of 350 koalas, assuming all the ‘core’ habitat is occupied, which, apparently, it isn’t. 

 

The distribution of secondary koala feed species (Phillips 2000, SEFKRP 1998) in undisturbed coastal 

forests of the EMA can be broadly determined by their percentage of occurrence in mapped forest 

ecosystems (Keith and Bedward, 1999). There are ten (10) forest ecosystems where three (3) secondary 

koala feed species occur in association and at similar densities. These forest ecosystems (Map Units, 

27, 28, 31, 32, 34, 35, 36, 39, 43, 46A and 58) have an extant cover of about 120,000 hectares in the 

EMA with about 50,000 ha. (42%) in National Parks, 35,000 ha (35%) in State Forest and about 28,000 

ha. (23%) on private land (Keith and Bedward, 1999). Apart from koalas previously in south Nullica 

forest, these forest ecosystems occur in the areas of all documented koalas in Bermagui/Murrah and 

Tantawanglo /Yurammie forests (figure 4.jpg – Coastal Koala Habitat in the EMA: 1997).  

 

Other important considerations, when modelling secondary koala habitat, are steepness of slope and the 

impacts of disturbance (ie. clearing, fire and logging) (SEFKRP 1998).  

 

In the EMA, a 20,000 hectare ‘block’ of regrowth forest, south of Eden and east of the Princes 

Highway, was initially ‘tagged’ as old growth forest and modelled as ‘high quality’ koala habitat. Most 

of this area is modelled as Inland Intermediate Shrub Forest (Map Unit 42, Keith and Bedward 1999), 

dominated by non-preferred species – ie. Silvertop ash (E.sieberi) and Messmate (E. obliqua). This 

model was later amended, although by the time of the amendment the area had been selected by 

SFNSW (D. Ridley) as koala habitat to fulfil the JANIS (1995) criteria.  

 

A suitable koala habitat model for Eden was not produced and the methods employed, including 

vegetation mapping, were different and largely incompatible with the methods used for the Southern 

Region CRA. 

 

“ . . . SETA’s are Species Equity Target Areas developed by fauna specialists during the CRA 

to which the Species Equity Formula (developed by EA) is applied. The SETA’s comprise 

discreet geographic areas, supporting distinct metapopulations to which most dispersal, 

recolonisation and population dynamics is confined. SETA boundaries for each of the CRA 

priority fauna species were determined by fauna specialists with reference to the species 

models produced by the CRA.” Priority Fauna Species Equity Target Area (SETA) Shape 

files, Southern CRA Region, Meta-data, NSW NPWS, 30 Sep 1999 

 

Three (3) ‘SETA’s’ were produced for koalas in the Southern Region. The southernmost of these 

defines the koalas at Numerella and those at Dignam’s Creek as occupying the same ‘Species Equity 

Target Area’. Given the lack of quantitative information to support this contention a quantum leap in 

logic is required to assume that koalas in these areas are part of a ‘distinct meta-population’.  

 
“ . . . Models predicting suitable habitat for priority fauna species were derived through S-

Plus using validated species records from various sources and climatic, topographic and 

habitat indices & variables.  These models were than exported into Arcview (GIS) where they 

were manipulated and validated by fauna experts contracted by NPWS. . . .  Attribute 

Accuracy: Not relevant because the layer is a stochastic model and does not relate to real 
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world features” Predictive Surfaces of Phascolarctos cinereus (Koala – 1162) for the Southern 

CRA Coastal Region, Meta-data, NSW NPWS, 30 Sep 1999. 

 

The koala habitat model for Southern Region was based on ‘validated’ records that resulted in three (3) 

habitat quality classes, ‘core habitat’, ‘intermediate habitat’ and ‘marginal’. ‘Core koala habitat’ was 

defined by excluding areas without multiple records and is largely confined to three (3) areas, Dignams 

Creek on the coast, Numerella on the tablelands and forests around Morton National Park some 100 

kilometres north of Numerella.  

 

The use of koala records to derive habitat ‘quality’ classes may explain why forest in Dignams 

catchment is considered ‘core habitat’, yet areas to the west with the same forest ecosystems are 

considered ‘intermediate habitat’.  

 

‘Core koala habitat’, in Dignams catchment, occurs in several intensively disturbed 

areas identified in the Land Degradation Study (TCM Committee, 1999) as exposed 

soil. One of these areas is degraded land covering a contiguous area of over ninety 

(90) hectares. Forest cover has been defined as ‘Disturbed Old Forest’ in many of the 

degraded areas, although it seems doubtful that such areas retain suitable habitat. 

 

Slope class appears not to have been considered a topographical constraint to koala  

habitat distribution in the derivation of the NPWS Southern Region and Eden koala 

habitat models. 
 

The extent of habitat degradation, combined with limited suitable forest, suggests the existence of other 

‘undiscovered’ koala populations in the southeast is, at best, remote, particularly given the minimal 

number of community members sighting a koala over the last five years. 

 

Modified koala record locations and the existence of many unverified records, render the NPWS Atlas 

koala records largely unsuitable for habitat modelling purposes. Similarly, there are serious problems 

with the veracity of information relating to the age structure and species composition of ‘disturbed’ 

forests, and genetic sampling is yet to be undertaken on koalas assumed to comprise a ‘meta-

population’. 

 

Logging 
 

 

“ . . . Forests play a vital role as stores of water and stabilisers of soils. 

Disturbance of forests and changes in land –use are among the most 

important causes of soil erosion and other forms of land degradation. Even 

low-intensity selective logging affects the hydrological cycle. (Aplin et al., 

1999) 
 

“ Regrowth Zone means all areas of Integrated harvesting (regeneration) regrowth 

established prior to 1994, even aged fire regrowth and timber stand improvement areas. A 

Geographic Information System digital theme depicting the regrowth zone must be developed 

by SFNSW and agreed to by the NPWS within three months of the commencement date.” 

IFOA, December 1999. 

 

Although accurate figures on forest areas developed for future sawlog production aren’t currently 

available, since 1969 an estimated 250,000ha of public native forest has been subjected to integrated 

logging or converted to pine plantation. This represents the majority of commercial forest on moderate 

slopes in the Eden region. Figures for pulp log supplies from private land (Scott, 1999) suggest about 

half of these forests have similarly been logged but with fewer management controls (Keith and 

Bedward, 1999). 

 

The management unit for logging in public forests is called a compartment, generally 

an area of about two hundred (200) hectares (SFNSW 1994). For the purposes of 
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logging and burning and to spread the environmental impacts of logging operations, 

most compartments (80%) are subdivided into smaller units called coupes, although 

73% of the coupes are fifty (50) hectares or greater in size.  

 
The size of the coupe depends on when the compartment was first subject to integrated harvesting. 

Blocks of up to eight hundred hectares were logged in the first years of integrated harvesting south of 

Eden (Recher et al. 1987). Much of the resultant regrowth was destroyed in a wildfire that burned over 

50,000 hectares in 1981 (Bridges 1983). It is considered that this type of logging ‘ . . . may have 

medium term impacts” on koalas (SFNSW Koala Management Plan, 1997). 

 

After 1976 small coupes were trialed but controlling fuel hazard reduction burning was difficult in 

smaller areas and coupe size was increased after 1980 (Bridges 1983). The following table provides a 

breakdown of forest management units in the Eden Management Area as at 1997 (Eden FRAMES 

1997). 

 

TABLE 5: Forestry Management Units in the EMA (1997) 
 

Number of 

Compartments 

Number of 

Coupes 

Average size of 

coupe (ha) 

Percentage of all 

compartments 

262 1 200 20% 

264 2 100 20% 

263 3 65 20% 

168 4 50 13% 

95 5 40 7% 

53 6 33 4% 

38 7 28 3% 

37 8 25 3% 

13 9 22 1% 

140 >=10 >=20 11% 

1333    

 

Some areas are supposed to be excluded from logging operations, such as slopes thirty-one (31) 

degrees or greater, rainforest, and thin strips along creek-lines. 

 

Several projects were funded (Eden FRAMES, 1997) as part of the Eden CRA process to clarify which 

areas of public land had been logged but documentation on the results of these projects is yet to be 

made publicly available. In the southern region there is specific information on some logged areas 

(SFNSW NHA Project, 1999), which suggests slopes greater than thirty-one (31) degrees are not an 

impediment to logging in that region.  

 

Since 1995, koalas have only been located in five (5) compartments scheduled for logging as a result of 

pre-logging surveys or finding a koala during the operation in the southeast forests. Three of these 

compartments are in Murrah forest and two in Dignam’s creek. Community action in Dignams Creek 

and Murrah stopped logging in three of the compartments, however the home-range of a least one 

breeding koala was logged in Murrah forest. 

 

In compartment 2035 in Cuttagee catchment, faecal pellets from possibly three koalas, were found 

during SEFKRP surveys in 1997 at seventeen (17) locations after logging and burning operations in 

1996.  There has been no koala activity for over three (3) years in this coupe, suggesting that any 

potential increase in nutrient availability to retained trees resulting from logging and burning (Jurskis 

and Potter 1997), may be short-lived. 

 

In the early1960's, the New South Wales Forestry Commission, now trading as State 

Forests of New South Wales (SFNSW), began a program called Timber Stand 

Improvement (TSI), where areas of up to 1200 hectares were clearfelled and burned " 

. . . to encourage a regrowth forest of millable logs." (Lunney et al, 1987). 
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The capacity to sell much of what was cut during these operations as woodchips 

provided a means to continue clear-felling public and private native forests on an 

unprecedented scale (Scott 1999). 

 

The largest documented area of TSI (approx 1,200ha) is located in Mumbulla forest 

(Wapengo catchment) and was cleared in the mid to late 1960’s (Lunney et al, 1987).   

 

In this operation, a contiguous strip of ‘overworked’ forest, on moderate slopes from 

near the top of Mumbulla Mountain to the private land near the coast, was clear-felled 

and burned. Trees in gullies were ringbarked to ensure ‘shade tolerant’ species 

(Jurskis and Potter 1997) such as Monkey Gum (E.cypellocarpa), were less likely to 

regenerate thus eliminating competition. Anecdotal evidence suggests not all of the 

ring-barking was effective. The labourers quickly learned that their overseers would 

only look down the hill to check their work. Many trees were thought not to be ring-

barked all the way around their trunk and survived to cast a shadow, apparently 

reducing the value of the experiment. Much of this area was burned again in 1980 

(Lunney et al, 1987) when a wildfire started from a bark-dump after integrated 

logging, effectively killing most of the regrowth trees.  

 

Other TSI operations were undertaken on moderate slopes throughout Murrah and 

Mumbulla forests when funding was available (SFNSW 1982). As with selective 

logging, there is little documentation on the areas involved. Jurskis and Potter (1997) 

report one of the radio collared koalas ‘ . . . had a home range almost entirely within . 

. . a pole sized regrowth forest resulting from logging and TSI’.  The koala was never 

observed in these ‘sapling’ sized trees ‘ . . . . even though these trees made up a large 

proportion of the stocking in its range.’  These TSI operations were undertaken 

between 70-90 years ago, suggesting that tree growth rates are very slow. Extensive 

stands of even-aged Coastal Warm Temperate Rainforest (Keith and Bedward, 1999) 

occupy the lower slopes and gullies of these subcatchments. 

 

Apart from these few compartments in Bermagui forest, there are no other 

documented areas of TSI or intensively logged forest that have produced a 

commercial ‘tree crop’ in the EMA. 

 

About 1,500 hectares of “even aged regrowth”, mostly Silvertop ash (E. sieberi) 

thought to be mainly from 1952 wildfires, has been identified in the EMA (SFNSW 

1994). An additional 3,000 ha. (approx.) of ‘regrowth’  has been found since that time 

(Eden FRAMES, 1997) . Thinning operations remove the large trees that survived the 

initial wildfire event or previous logging operations (Bridges 1983). After ‘thinning’, 

the regrowth from wildfires is expected to supply sawlogs from the year 2016 until 

integrated logging regrowth is expected to be sawlog size around the year 2035. 

 

Information on thinning operations (Eden FRAMES, 1997), indicates 28ha of even 

aged wildfire regrowth (E.sieberi), assumed to be from a wildfire in 1952, was 

thinned in Murrah forest in 1994. However more recent information from SFNSW 

(Smith 2000) indicates only 8.3ha has been thinned in Murrah forest. Decisions, on 

areas to be reserved from logging in Murrah, were largely based on the existence of 

this thinned forest because it is assumed that these trees will respond to decreased 

competition and grow quickly enough to supply sawlogs after the year 2016.  
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However, research undertaken into growth responses after thinning (West and Osler 

1995), found there was no growth response in a stand growing on a site with ‘low 

productivity’. Competition for resources (water and nutrients) from an understorey 

species (Gahnia grandis) is thought to have constrained tree growth (West and Osler 

1995), although consideration was not given to the topographic location of the site or 

the potential impact of other disturbance within the catchment. Cutting grass (Gahnia 

grandis) is a large sedge generally found growing in moist locations near swamps or 

temperate rainforest (pers. comm. H Stone, Botanist), suggesting eucalypt growth 

may not have been inhibited by a lack of water.  

  

“ . . . It is currently assumed that, because regeneration is usually successful, 

logged area is equal to new regrowth area. This may or may not be an 

accurate assumption.” Forest Essentials 1997 

 

“  . . . Understocked stands identified in appropriate Forest Management 

Zones will be rehabilitated to regenerate a vigorous canopy of trees native to 

the site.” SFNSW draft ESFM Plan 2000 

 

Information on regrowth forests that have resulted from logging in the EMA, is 

proposed to be produced in the year 2006 (SFNSW draft ESFM, 2000). However, the 

fact that no official information is available on whether ‘a vigorous canopy of trees 

native to the site’ regenerates after integrated logging, or the rate at which these trees 

might be growing, provides reason to protect remaining koala habitat.  

 

According to information provided by SFNSW for the Eden CRA, there are three (3) 

sawmills supplied from public and private forests in the catchments of the remaining 

koala population.  

 

We understand the NPWS and SFNSW are currently devising revised logging 

prescriptions for koalas on public land in the southeast, although further habitat 

degradation and loss will not benefit koalas. Similarly the Department of Land and 

Water Conservation (DLWC) have recently released a draft code of practise for 

logging private native forests. There are no provisions for the protection of koala 

habitat in this document.  
 

Disturbance Regimes and Tree Species Change  
 

“  . . . We have little evidence to indicate whether the association of 

disturbance with koalas is incidental or causative. However it is interesting to 

note that the koala evidence at the recently clearfelled PP survey site stopped 

abruptly at the cadastral boundary and there was no evidence of koala in the 

relatively undisturbed adjoining State Forest.” Jurskis et al., 1994 

 

Further to the original nomination, a study, finding changes to forest ecosystem 

species composition and the potential for the local extinction of some hardwood tree 

species after intensive logging, has been published in Canada (MacDougall and Loo, 

1998). This information supersedes a study (Ek: 1974 cited Lawrence: 1997 and 

Muhairwe C.K.: 2000) which reported little appreciable change in forest ecosystem 

species diversity after logging in Canadian and Australian native hardwood forests.  
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In New South Wales, there is only limited information on the response of eucalypt 

forests to disturbance. Information, from permanent forest growth plots (PGP’s) in the 

upper and lower north-east of NSW (Biometric Models, 2000), found a significant 

increase in Turpentine (Syncarpia glomulifera) in many forests. Turpentine 

(Syncarpia glomulifera) is a tall to very tall tree (>60 metres) generally found 

growing adjacent to rainforest from around Batemans Bay and north into Queensland 

(Boland et al. 1984).  A reduction was recorded in the occurrence of several other 

eucalypts, including White Strinybark (E. globoidea), a species preferred by koalas 

(Biometric Models, 2000).  

 

White Stringy–bark (E. globoidea) previously occurred in association with Forest Red 

Gum (E.tereticornis) in the Bega Valley (Keith and Beward 1999) but, unlike the 

latter, has not been regenerating (pers.comm H Stone, Botanist). 
 

Extensive ‘cleaning’ of the PGP data was required due mostly to the complex 

methodology of ‘multi-areal’ plots and the poor quality of data collection (Carter 

1994). Some of the data collection problems centre on the tree species coding system 

derived from the SFNSW system of ‘forest typing’.  

 

According to this coding system, several species may have the same code; for 

example ‘SCG’ stands for Scribbly Gum, which may be one of several eucalypt 

species, ‘SBG’ stands for ‘Stringy-bark group’ which includes all stingy bark species. 

There were problems associated with recording the species of trees in PGP’s, with 

‘pockets’ of missing data attributed mostly to dead or harvested trees (Biometric 

Models, 2000).  

 

This problem was dealt with by excluding plots from growth analysis where three 

trees or 10% of trees were missing from the plot (Biometric Models, 2000). Where the 

plot fitted this criterion, the trees were replaced in the plot data as if they were still 

there. Two growth models were developed, one based on an assumption that retained 

(dominant) trees are the major influence on regeneration and tree growth “ . . . no 

trees larger = good growing conditions” (Biometric Models, 2000). How many plots 

had large trees replaced and how many of these plots were assumed to have 

‘dominant’ trees influencing the growth of other trees, is not mentioned in the text.  

 

The other growth model was for ‘even-aged stands’. All production forests in NSW 

are anticipated to be ‘even-aged stands’ in twenty (20) years (Biometric Models, 

2000). Given koala habitat requirements, it seems unlikely production forest will 

support koalas by this time. 

 

Some PGP’s were excluded from growth modelling because of negative plot 

measurements (ie. the trees became smaller). This phenomenon was partially 

explained “ . . . For example, we know that eucalyptus trees shed their bark. If 

measured when they have just shed their barks, those trees might have a negative 

increment.” (Biometric Models, 2000).  The problem here is that not all eucalypts 

shed their bark(s) and the species subject to negative increments are not mentioned in 

the text. Fire is also mentioned as a possible contributor to negative increment, when 

the bark is burnt off, although an intense fire is required to burn the bark of trees at 
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breast height (1.3 metres), and few smaller trees would survive without severe 

damage.  

 
The stratification of the PGP data is based on major amalgamations of species called ‘yield 

associations’, making it difficult to distinguish differences in tree species’ occurrence (Biometric 

Models, 2000). To determine if there were changes to tree species over time, a sub-set of the PGP data 

was used. This data, from 381 PGP’s in the Central and Northern districts, had apparently been 

‘verified’ for a previous but uncited growth modelling project.   

 

Not unlike the problems with koala records in the EMA, the analysis of this data 

demonstrates the difficulty when using sub-sets of a larger data-base. A further subset 

of this data was produced by removing eighty-one (81) plots to determine tree 

germination and growth (recruitment) by species, and the combined data (n=381) was 

used to establish which trees had died (mortality). 

 

Curiously, the additional data from eighty-one (81) PGP plots, analysing trends in tree 

mortality, had the effect of reducing the number of observations in one class of trees 

(10-20cm DBH) from 6,346 to 5,961 (Biometric Models, 2000). Such anomalies 

could have the effect of overestimating tree recruitment and underestimating tree 

mortality. However, as this information is the ‘best’ available, it was considered 

adequate for the NSW Comprehensive Regional Assessment process and 20 year 

timber resource agreements. 

 

Some authors (ie Bullen n.d) have cited the work of Bridges (1983) as evidence that 

there is no change to forest species diversity in the EMA after logging and burning. 

Bridges (1983) stratified was “ . . . For regeneration purposes the Management Area 

can be divided into three zones.” This broad stratification contained two ‘types’ of 

forests with high proportions of tree species suitable for pulp, Silvertop Ash-

Stringybark forest type and higher altitude forests. The other stratum was “ . . . dry 

mixed species forests, with a high proportion of non-pulpwood species.” 

 

According to Bridges (1983), each of these ‘zones’ had, “ . . . particular management 

and regeneration features and this paper confines itself to the regeneration in the 

Silvertop Ash-Stringybark forest type.”  

 

Bridges’ paper compares the pre-logging composition of a ‘stand,’ where the species 

composition is “acceptable’ for pulpwood production. Species, not suitable for 

pulpwood, are koala secondary species such as Coast Grey Box (E. bosistoana) and 

Woollybutt (E.longifolia) (Phillips 2000, 1997), found in greater abundance in the 

‘forest type’ not included in the study (Bridges 1983). 

 

Timber inventory data (FRAMES Southern Region, 1999) for forests at Dignams 

Creek, indicate increasing proportions of Silvertop ash (E. sieberi) in ‘dry mixed 

species forests’ (Bridges 1983) comparable to those found in Murrah forest (SEFKRP 

1998). Similarly historic sawlog yield information (FRAMES Eden, 1997) appears to 

confirm significant species change after intensive logging and burning.  

 
Disturbance from logging and burning, including increases in solar radiation, wind velocities, soil 

exposure, erosion and downslope deposition of sediment, have been to the benefit of non-preferred 

species Silvertop Ash ( E. sieberi)  and Black forest oak (A. littoralis) where regeneration has occurred. 

Silvertop Ash ( E. sieberi) is considered to be the most ubiquitous eucalyptus species in the EMA 

(Keith et al, 1999). 
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Harvesting plans for Murrah and Mumbulla forests indicate most of the coupes logged during 1994-96 

(SFNSW) contained small stands of “100%” Silvertop Ash (E. sieberi), probably a result of wildfires in 

1952 (Scott 1999) and past ‘selective’ logging operations, when these trees were retained. After 

integrated logging, the proliferation of Silvertop Ash (E. sieberi), particularly on ridge-lines, is 

obvious. 

 

Mosley and Costin (1992) describe Silvertop Ash (E. sieberi) as a prolific seeder and 

colonising species that is encouraged by logging and burning to extend from its ridge-

top position, down-slope to areas occupied by moister, mixed-species forests. They 

conclude that the spread of this species poses a threat to rainforest and narrow strips 

of wet forest in gullies and along streams. 

 

Since this research was published, further information is available on the influence of 

logging and burning on species composition at lower slopes and in gullies. While,  

Silvertop Ash (E. sieberi) is undoubtedly spreading down-slope, around the perimeter 

of rainforests, where logging has occurred, non-eucalypt species appear to be 

regenerating more readily than eucalyptus species. In Queensland, after wildfire, 

rainforest has taken over areas that were previously eucalyptus forest (pers. comm 

G.Hope ANU). 

 

Lawrence (Biometric Models, 2000) found a significant increase in the occurrence of 

Turpentine (Syncarpia glomulifera), which is highly resistant to fire and generally 

grows in association with eucalypts near the edge of rainforest (Boland et al 1984), on 

the NSW coast north of the EMA. In a study (Stone 1996) of a large Bell-miner 

colony located in a heavily logged forest also on the north coast, Turpentine 

(Syncarpia glomulifera) was found to be most resistant to dieback caused by psyllids, 

and usually had healthy crowns.  

 
“ . . . In general, there is little to suggest that the species composition of recruits is different 

from the surrounding plot. (Biometric Models, 2000) 

 

Turpentine (Syncarpia glomulifera) was identified in the Southern Region at forty-

five (45) locations (Strategic Inventory, SFNSW 1999). This species accounted for 

only 10% of trees greater than 800mm Diameter at Breast Height (DBH) in these 

plots, but accounted for over 20% of trees less than 200 mm DBH, a 100% increase in 

occurrence.  

 
Large trees create hydrostatic pressure that reduces the effects of gravity on sub-soil water movement. 

Changing the forest structure, by removing large trees, immediately releases subsoil water to the forces 

of gravity. Reduced soil cover influences sub-soil hydrological processes by increasing infiltration on 

hilltops and slopes, particularly in stony and shallow soils (Tulau 1997). The result is increased speed 

of water moving through the soil and increased soil moisture content at lower topographies, stressing 

some eucalypt species and creating conditions more suitable for more water and toxin-tolerant eucalypt 

and non eucalypt species.  

 

“ . . . Bega Dry Grass Forest is dominated by Eucalyptus tereticornis with E. Globoidea and 

Angophora floribunda. Although extant stands average 20m in height, these are largely 

regrowth of originally taller forests. (Keith and Bedward 1999) 

 

Historic sawlog yield information (Eden FRAMES, 1997), recent field surveys for the Murrah/Bunga 

NHT project, and our understanding of Aboriginal cultural heritage, suggest that forests in Wapengo 

catchment from the coast to near the summit of Mumbulla Mountain previously grew forests with a 

greater proportion of secondary species.   
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Silvertop ash (E. sieberi) regrowth forest now dominates these areas and the mean height of the trees is 

similar to regrowth Forest Red Gum (E. tereticornis) in the Bega Valley (Keith and Bedward 1999). 

 

Long term changes to tree species’ composition, particularly a decrease in the koala’s preferred species 

and a reduction in soil fertility, has resulted from clearing, logging and burning throughout the EMA. 

 

One of the growth model species groupings, for northern NSW, contains Silvertop ash (E. sieberi) and 

Forest Red Gum (E. tereticornis) (Biometric Models, 2000).  These species are generally not found 

growing in the same forest ecosystems in the south-east (Keith and Bedward, 1999), a possible 

indication of the significant difference in soil fertility between northern and much of southern coastal 

NSW. Forest Red Gum (E. tereticornis) appeared to have the greatest mortality of all tree species 

growing on the NSW north coast (Biometric Models, 2000), although this result is not referred to in the 

text. 

 

In the Bega Valley, Forest Red Gum (E. tereticornis) is considered unsuitable for planting for timber 

production because of poor growth rates and form despite the addition of fertiliser (pers. comm, L. 

Maude, Greening Australia).  

 

Reduced fertility from erosion of dispersible soils is inevitable when vegetation cover 

is removed. There is a widespread occurrence of dispersible soils throughout the 

Murrah forests (Tulau 1997), although soil assessments undertaken as part of pre-

logging surveys have failed to find any dispersible soils.  

 

In the lower parts of many sub-catchments of the Murrah River ,soils that were 

previously worked as market gardens (Scott 1999) are now sodic swamps incapable of 

supporting any tree species. Recent transportation and concentration of disperible soil 

materials to these areas, suggests a reduced capacity of forested areas to slow the flow 

of sub-soil moisture and pollutants. 

 

Around and upstream of these swamps, soils support Southern Mahogany (E. 

botryoides), one of the few eucalypt species adapted to highly saline coastal 

conditions (Boland 1984) and “ . . . never far from salt water.” (Tulau 1997). 

Southern Mahogany (E. botryoides) is one of the few eucalypt species that has grown 

reasonably well on moister farm-forestry sites in the Bega Valley (pers. comm, L. 

Maude, Greening Australia).  

 
Clearly, the regeneration of preferred koala feed tree species, in disturbed areas, is a complex and long-

term process made longer by the impacts of drought, fire, flood, soil loss and changed hydrological 

regimes. Initially, those species most adapted to regenerating in heavily disturbed sites (Bridges, 1983), 

on ridges, and slopes, or moister gully and lowland sites, will predominate where soils are not 

irrevocably depleted and conditions still support eucalypt growth. None of these impacts are likely to 

benefit koalas in the short or long term. 

 

Forest management practices that are inappropriate for the landscape have had an impact on forests, 

both within and outside, areas logged and burned and are arguably as detrimental to koalas as the direct 

impact of habitat destruction. There can be little confidence that ‘better’ information on production 

forests will be produced, given the methods employed.  

 

Fire 
 

 

“ . . . In recent years, a widely held idea has been that the pre-European vegetation over much 

of south-eastern Australia was an open, park-like, woodland or grassland, through which 

explorers could ride without obstruction, and which was perfectly suited for grazing. It is 

claimed that these conditions were maintained by regular and frequent burning by the 
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Aborigines; with a changed fire regime under European occupation, the open woodlands and 

forests became more heavily timbered. . . . This model originated in a 1981 book by Eric 

Rolls, and many authors have since accepted and cited this work, assuming it applies more 

widely. NSW State Forest management policy is based on it. . . . Such views are particularly 

damaging when accepted by management authorities. But there is increasing support for the 

view that this model is highly suspect.” (Aplin et al, 1999) 

 

“ . . . Prescribed burning is carried out routinely on State Forests in the south-

east of NSW. This is undertaken to: (I) reduce the risk of wildfire in unlogged 

and regrowth forest, (ii) aid in harvesting, (iii) promote seedling regeneration 

in logged coupes and (iv) protect life and property. It is not currently used as 

a management tool to create habitat for any species of fauna.” (SCMA draft 

Koala Recovery Plan, 2000) 

 

There was an increase in fire frequency and intensity after European occupation in 

most of eastern Australia (Benson and Redpath 1997, cited Keith and Bedward 1999).  

 
Major wildfires have been recorded on ten occasions over the past century. In the most widespread 

fires, up to 10% of the regions forests were burned (SFNSW 1994).  Successive wildfires infrequently 

overlap and average return times for wildfires are thought to be “ . . . much longer than 20 years” 

(Keith and Bedward 1999). Logging and regular burning interacts with unplanned and less frequent 

wildfires in potentially complex ways (Bradstock et al., 1995). In the Murrah catchment most of the 

public forest has been subject to a minimum of four burning events over the past 20 years.  

 

“ . . . Frequent disturbance regimes that include logging (outside reserves) and fire in 

combination may reduce diversity by interrupting life-cycle processes of woody species (Keith 

1996), changing the relative abundance of eucalypt species (Bridges 1983) and increasing 

rates of sedimentation.” (Keith and Bedward, 1999) 

 

Historically, prescribed burning has been undertaken before and after integrated logging (SFNSW 

1982), leaving soils exposed for long periods (3 years and more). Eucalypt regeneration occurs within 

12 months of logging (SFNSW 1995), however, the ‘post logging burn’ is undertaken between 12 and 

18 months later, possibly killing many of the seedlings that have developed in that time.  

 

“ . . . Prescribed burning repeatedly removes organic matter and nutrients (especially N) 

(Janis 1995) and is expected to increase the rate of both soil erosion and sediment production 

(SFNSW 1994).  . . .  Once logging is completed and a post-harvest burn is applied . . . the soil 

environment of the entire area burnt is effectively disturbed.” (Tulau, 1997) 

 

In ‘regrowth stands’, burning commences at around 15 years after logging (SFNSW 1994). In unlogged 

areas or when ground fuel is estimated to be forty (40) tonnes per hectare, burning is undertaken (D. 

Payne SFNSW pers. comm). This regime of burning results in a frequency of fire three or four times 

greater than the minimum return time for wildfires and is likely to interrupt the life cycles of woody 

species (Keith and Bedward 1999).  

 

“ . . . The effect on understorey and ground cover species, important for soil conservation and 

hydrological reasons, is rarely considered.” (Tulau, 1997) 

 

Significant increases in the proportion of understorey species such as wattles 

(Acacias) and black oak (Allocasuarina littoralis) have been recorded in logged and 

burnt forests in the EMA (Bridges 1983, SEFKRP 1998). These species may provide 

growth benefits to eucalypt species from their nitrogen fixing capacity (Bridges 1983, 

Attiwill and Leeper 1987). In this sense, these species can be seen as part of a 

successional (autogenic) process. It may take several decades or centuries for this 

process to produce suitable koala feed trees, if ever, given the potential impact to 

lifecycles of woody species from current burning regimes.  
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On the north coast, Turpentine (Syncarpia glomulifera), reputed to be one of the world’s most fire 

resistant timbers (Boland 1984), appears to be increasing in occurrence (Biometric Models, 2000), 

while several eucalypts are reducing in occurrence. 

 

Data gathered in regrowth coupes in Murrah forest (SEFKRP 1998), found that the number of preferred 

koala tree species is significantly reduced in regrowth stands when compared to information about the 

original forest (Eden Frames 1997). The death of retained and young trees, as a result of burning in 

regrowth stands, further reduces the number of preferred species.  

 

“ . . . The implications of this understanding may be that many of the assumptions regarding 

the history of changes to forest structure as well as the sustainability of certain forested land 

management practises, including fire management practise, should be re-examined.” (Tulau, 

1997) 

 

A re-examination of fire management practices and the development of integrated management 

systems, aimed at reducing ground fuel loads, while increasing soil formation processes and fertility, is 

a critical aspect of koala habitat management.  

 

Active management to maximise secondary habitat potential, within proximity of areas planted with 

primary feed species, is essential to reduce the potential for over browsing, should the koala population 

recover. Apart from habitat loss from clearing and logging, the use of regular prescribed burning 

regimes has possibly caused the irreversible degradation of soils and, when in combination with 

wildfire, the loss of koala habitat across the region.   

 

Koalas are susceptible to the effects of wildfire, however, it is likely that koalas sense the approach of a 

wildfire and seek refuge. Generally hazard-reduction burning in the coastal forests is undertaken during 

periods of low fire hazard and, any koalas in the burnt area, may not have time to seek refuge. 

 

Land Degradation 
 

“ . . . if  koalas are disadvantaged by logging they should be concentrated in 

National Parks where logging has not occurred or has not occurred recently. 

… Concentrations of koala records are not associated with areas containing 

old growth forest” SFNSW ‘Koalas in the Eden Region’ 1999. 

 
A recent study (Scott, 1999) details post-European land management practices and the chronological 

sequence of disturbance events (flood, fire, drought) over that time in the Murrah catchment (granitic 

and meta-sedimentary geologies). The purpose of this study was to inform other studies aimed at 

determining sediment source and deposition rates on the Murrah floodplains.  

 

The sediment study in the Murrah catchment (one third cleared and two thirds forest) has found that 

most of the ‘massive’ sediment deposition on the Murrah River floodplain has occurred over the last 

thirty (30) years (CSRIO, 2000). 

 

A similar study is being undertaken in the adjacent Cuttagee catchment (mostly 

sedimentary geology and forested land). The requirement for an accurate logging 

history is critical for the CSIRO studies and this NHT project. Unfortunately, the 

integrated logging histories provided by SFNSW to the CSIRO and the Eden CRA 

process are frequently inaccurate and, consequently, misleading. Significant areas in 

the Murrah catchment are not recorded as logged but have been identified from 

interpretation of Air photography (Land Degradation Study, TCM Committee, 1999) 

and satellite images as erosion hazard areas subjected to various degrees of tree 

canopy removal, soil disturbance, and exposure.  
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In 1979, Aboriginal Elders from the local Yuin community attempted to stop logging 

of their sacred sites on Mumbulla Mountain (Biamanga NP). As a result, logging was 

prohibited in approximately 1,100 ha. defined as a “core area” (Byrne, 1984). Much 

of this area was identified as “First Class” oldgrowth during the Comprehensive 

Regional Assessment (CRA) for the Eden region. However, the Land Degradation 

Study (TCM Committee, 1999) found erosion hazard areas within these “oldgrowth” 

forests. 

 

The identification of bare earth where there should be forest plausibly explains why 

koala records may not be associated with old growth forest in National Parks 

‘identified’ during the CRA process. 
 

“The use, management and condition of the land and soil resources in a catchment are 

directly relevant to the condition of streams and surface water quality . . . Areas subject to 

topsoil removal and exposure of hardsetting surfaces will generally revegetate slowly”. 

(Tulau, 1997) emphasis not added 

 

“ . . . although water might readily enter these gravelly soils without apparently causing 

erosion, the silty fines would disperse readily so that any water discharged from the soils 

would carry a very heavy sediment load. This process would lead to landscape degradation 

and the local waterways would be heavily polluted. (Little 1994) 

 

The dynamics of sediment production and movement are highly variable, being dependent on (water) 

flow, landuse, vegetation cover, topography, rainfall intensity, geology and soils within any given 

catchment (Brierley and Fryirs 1997).  Most of the rivers in the south-east of NSW have been defined 

as “stressed” by the Healthy Rivers Commission of New South Wales (HRC, 2000). Most erosion 

occurs during high intensity rainfall events that are not taken into account when licensing logging, 

burning, and roading operations (IFOA, 1999). 

 

The IFOA requires the use of rainfall estimates that assume a maximum of around eight (8) millimetres 

per hour of rainfall, when estimating potential soil loss with the Universal Soil Loss Equation 

(Dissmeyer and Foster, 1980). Measurements of rainfall intensity in the Murrah Valley since 1995 

indicate 8mm/hr was exceeded twelve (12) times between the years 1995 and 2000. On average (range 

1.08 to 13.12), the rainfall intensity during these storm events was over five times (5.31) that assumed 

in the IFOA.  

 

In one forested sub-catchment (540ha) of the Murrah River, which lies partially 

within the “core area” of Biamanga National Park, vegetation cover had yet to 

establish 14 years after the “head/butt salvage” logging operations (TCM Committee, 

1999). Soil loss from high intensity rainfall events on bared, steep slopes over this 

period, is estimated to be thousands of tonnes per hectare before accounting for high 

intensity rainfall (Dissmeyer and Foster, 1980). Slope increases erosion rates. On a 

thirty (30) degree slope (the maximum slope for road construction during logging), 

erosion rates are nearly fifteen (15) times greater than a six degree slope, given similar 

rainfall intensity (SFNSW, 1994). 

 

The logging history (SFNSW 1999 cited Scott 1999), for this sub-catchment suggests 

only 72ha (13%) was logged during a drought between 1979 to 1983 (Scott 1999).  

Increased rainfall run off from this logging has caused massive erosion in this sub-

catchment where increased concentrated water flows have dramatically incised a 

stream channel in what was previously a floodplain without a stream channel. This 

erosion appears to have first occurred during the (moderate) drought-breaking flood of 

1983 when thousands of cubic metres of rock, soil and vegetation were ‘moved’ into 

the Murrah River. For reasons unknown, after this flood, the water gauging station 
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further up the Murrah River, was ‘decommissioned’, and water level recordings only 

began again in 1997. 

 

Logging operations, with a similar intensity to those undertaken in Biamanga NP, 

were routinely undertaken in the majority of coastal forests (ie. Mimosa Rocks, 

Nadgee NP’s) in the EMA before their transfer to National Park tenure. Reduced soil 

fertility from increased disturbance regimes (fire, logging and roading), changes to 

forest structure, and tree species’ composition, have hastened the decline of koala 

habitat in these areas. 

 

Attempts were made to take soils samples at three (3) locations in a coupe logged in 

1980 in the Murrah catchment (Little 1994). At these sites on the ridge and mid-slope, 

erosion had ‘ . . . washed the fine materials out of the system leaving only the gravel 

matrix’ (Little 1994). These changes have depleted the soil resource producing  

‘unconsolidated sediments’ of very low fertility as found on steep slopes in 

Wadbilliga NP. 

 

Tree species and diameter information (FRAMES Southern Region, 1999), and 

information from the land degradation survey (TCM, 1999) suggest that the intensity 

of ‘head-butt salvage’ logging operations in the Dignams Creek area is similar to 

integrated logging intensity in the adjacent Murrah forests (SEFKRP 1998).  

 

The potential for significant soil loss and stream bank erosion from elevated storm 

water flows is greatly increased when vegetation cover in the upper catchment is 

reduced from logging or burning. Gullies and stream banks are outside the licensed 

logging and routine burning area (IFOA 1999) and there is no requirement to consider 

the impacts of logging and burning in terms of increased water flows. Gully incision 

and stream bank erosion, now spread throughout the typically short, steep catchments 

of coastal forests, is considered a ‘community’ problem.  

 

Subsequent floods have moved and produced more sediment ‘slugs’ from these 

logged and burnt sub-catchments. This sediment has filled the remaining mapped 

permanent pools along the Murrah River (LIC, 1971) that survived clearing of the 

arable lands. As a response to the increased sediment input, the river under flood 

conditions will widen further by eroding the alluvial banks. 

  

Along the alluvial flats of the Murrah River, unprecedented riparian degradation has 

occurred over the past decade after only moderate flood events. Mature river oaks 

(Casuarina cunninghamiana) that previously withstood the impact of clearing in the 

upper catchment, have been uprooted and thousands of cubic metres of alluvial soil 

washed out to sea.  

 

For forestry planning, ‘Site quality’ (fertility) is determined from the height of the 

tallest trees in a ‘stand’ (Biometric Models, 2000). This approach assumes the 

regrowth trees will grow as well as the retained trees and may fail to identify changes 

in site productivity. Lawrence found relationships between site quality and tree 

mortality in softwood plantations in New Zealand and recommends the development 

of a quantitative measurement of site quality in NSW forests (Biometric Models, 

2000). 
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Tree height was not measured at PGP’s on the north coast, although many of their 

locations are thought to be at sites of  “higher site quality” (Carter 1994 cited: 

Biometric Models, 2000), presumably on lower more moderate slopes. 

 

The recording of site variables at PGP’s was problematic in regard to site quality  

 “ . . . Most of the fields have valid information. The exceptions are ‘stratum’, 

‘soil’ and ‘geology’. There are missing and possibly some invalid values but 

they are not few.” (Biometric Models, 2000).  

 

In the Eden Region, information on site productivity was based on the two (2) year 

experience of the former Regional Forester, Michael Bullen, who assumed an increase 

in site productivity after logging and burning.   

 

“ . . .There needs to be better appreciation of the relationship between the 

properties and conditions of soils and the hydrological characteristics of 

catchments, but as State Forests (1994) notes, an unlogged and unburnt forest 

is the most stable form of land use.  In view of the research base, described by 

the Resource Assessment Commission (1992) as “far from adequate”, 

assumptions should not be made regarding the magnitude of changes that are 

being effected on the soil environment of forested lands. Nevertheless, the 

relationships of land and soil management practises to certain soil properties 

and characteristics are often extremely complex and specific soils information 

and an understanding of the dynamics involved will be required. In both 

forested and agricultural lands, principles for sustainable land management 

will recognise soil as a fundamental and integral part of the ecosystem, 

identify the requirements of the system and attend to them. In doing so, the 

precautionary principal should be observed – ‘ if there are threats of serious 

or irreversible environmental damage, lack of scientific certainty should not 

be used as a reason for postponing measures to prevent environmental 

degradation.” Tulau 1997 

 

Current public and proposed private forest logging prescriptions (IFOA 1999, DLWC 

2001) represent an ongoing threat to both the remaining secondary koala habitat and 

alluvial soils in the Murrah and other forested catchments. The potential to further 

degrade and lose the only soils in the region capable of growing primary koala feed 

trees necessitates protecting existing secondary habitat.  
 

Feral predators 
 
There seems no doubt that the impact from predators on small breeding aggregates can be enough to 

precipitate the extinction of a small population. The last known female koala in 

Yurammie/Tantawanglo forests was reported to be killed by a feral dog. However, we agree with the 

US Fish and Wildlife Service (2000) that,  

“  . . . While disease and predation are exacerbating factors, they would not, in the absence of other 

factors, cause any koala population to be threatened.” 

 

Over the past few years there has been an increase in random baiting for feral dogs and foxes, mostly 

along roads located on ridgelines in forest areas. These baiting programs are not specifically targeted to 

conserve koalas or any particular species. One outcome of dog baiting is an increase in the feral cat 

population (J Shields SFNSW pers.comm). 
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The effectiveness of these baiting programs is unclear, and there appears to be no information on 

whether they provide any benefits to native species.  

 

 

Forest dieback 
 

“ . . . Given the multitude of factors that are likely to be contributing to the 

decline of trees in the rural landscape, it is ridiculous to suggest that the 

harvesting operations that have occurred in Mumbulla/Murrah forests are the 

cause of this problem.” SFNSW, Report to the Minister for Urban Affairs and 

Planning on EIS submissions 1995 

 

“Although bellbird dieback is an important issue it is not particular to koalas 

or to this region.” M.J. Bullen (former) Eden Region Manager SFNSW 

comments on Nomination of Eden and Narooma Koalas as endangered (1998) 

 

We agree that forest dieback from Bell miners (Manorina melanophyrs) is not 

particular to koalas as the impact affects many forest dwelling species. Bell Miners 

occur throughout the coastal forests of NSW, and since the first warnings of their 

destructive potential (Smith 1986), their numbers have increased dramatically. The 

ecology of Bell Miners is well documented (Loyn et al. 1983, Poiani 1992, Clarke & 

Fitz-gerald 1994 etc.), although the mechanisms which lead to their occupation of any 

given area of forest are still debated (Stone 1996).  

 

Surveys of Bell miner colonies as part of the Murrah/Bunga NHT project, in the lower 

Murrah River and Brokeloes Creek catchments, have found they occupy 

approximately 950ha (15%) of the study area. A comparison with counts of Bell 

miners on the north coast of NSW (Stone 1996) suggests that the population in these 

catchments may exceed 20,000 birds. The colonies invariably follow streambanks to 

mid and upper slope positions, and frequently cross ridges, connecting adjacent 

gullies. Large colonies also occupy alluvial areas of high site quality along the Murrah 

River. The massive increase in the numbers of Bell Miners is an ecological disaster 

and, we agree, a very important issue. 

 

Bell miners control the area they occupy and their food source through their 

aggressive interspecific territorial behaviour, which they employ to exclude most 

other insectivorous bird species. Bell miners are attracted to “susceptible” eucalyptus 

species, where there has been “ . . . some disturbance to the forest, which could be 

construction of roads, land clearing for rural or urban development, clearing for 

power lines and some logging practises” (Stone 1997). 

 

Low (1994) implicates Bell-miners in the demise of the endangered Helmeted 

Honeyeater (Lichenostomus melanops cassidix). 

 

“ . . . This honeyeater lingers precariously at a single site, Yellingbo State 

Nature Reserve near Melbourne. Everywhere else its surviving habitat has 

been invaded by Bell miners. Its most recent demise was from the Cardinia 

Creek in the Dandenongs, where biologists have postulated that dam 

construction and other disturbances upstream stressed the local eucalypts 

allowing psyllid infestation and Bell miner invasion.” Low 1994 
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 Attempts to reduce the damage Bell miners cause to some eucalypt species, through 

removal (Bega Valley Die-back Project 2000) or burning of the understorey where 

most nest sites are found (Clarke & Fitz-Gerald 1994) and the use of systemic 

pesticides (Stone 1996), have not been successful.  
 

In the coastal forests of the south-east, several eucalypt species are affected by Bell 

miner induced dieback. A study on “Devonian granite” (Smith 1985a cited: Margules 

and Partners, 1986) in Mumbulla forest subjected to TSI operations 10-15 years 

before, found Bell miners were “ . . .  located in logged gullies with an unusually high 

number of  retained trees”.  All trees are removed during TSI operations although 

some Monkey gum (E. cypellocarpa) survived in some gullies during these 

operations. Silvertop ash (E. sieberi) regrowth now dominates ridges and mid-slope 

locations in this area. 

 

In a separate survey (Smith 1984) of forests growing on ‘Ordivicion metasediments’ 

in the Bermagui area, Bell miners were found to be “ . . . most frequent at the junction 

of mature E. maculata (Spotted gum) forest and rainforest”. In these areas the study 

found Bell miners were feeding mainly from Spotted gum (E. maculata), Woollybutt 

(E. longifolia), River Peppermint (E.elata), Grey ironbark (E. paniculata), and 

Monkey gum (E. cypellocarpa).  The distribution of Spotted gum (E. maculata) is 

restricted to forests immediately adjacent to the coast east and north of Bega in the 

EMA. 

 
Retained trees in the near-riparian zone are likely to experience an increase in soil moisture availability 

following logging or burning in the upper catchment (SEFCC 2000).  This could be followed by a steep 

decline in soil moisture as regeneration develops (SEFCC 2000).  This pattern resembles the change in 

“stress index” associated with psyllid insect outbreaks across a wide range of forests and woodlands 

(White, 1969).  

 

In the Murrah catchment other species found to be affected by Bell miner die-back are 

Coast Grey Box (E. bosistoana), White Stingybark (E. globoidia), and Yellow 

Stringybark (E. mulleriana). Those tree species, most affected by Bell miner die-back, 

include all secondary koala feed trees and two preferred stringy-bark species. 

 

In a large bell-miner colony on the north coast of NSW, Stone (1996) found that 

although eucalyptus trees had died, they were not being replaced by eucalyptus 

regeneration, except the Turpentine (Syncarpia glomulifera) the crowns of which 

remained healthy. Information from the NSW north coast (Biometric Models 2000) 

indicates there has been a significant increase in the occurrence of Turpentine 

(Syncarpia glomulifera) over 204,000 ha. (24%) of the production forests. 

 

Information from the Eden CRA process (Eden Fauna Modelling 1998), indicates that 

in one sub-catchment of the Murrah River (Knights Creek), sixty (60) hectares of 

rainforest was mapped. An additional thirty (30) hectares of ‘non-eucalypt’ adjoining 

this rainforest or in other gully locations also were mapped. Surveys of Bell miner 

colonies undertaken as part of a NHT project, have found they occupy most of these 

‘non-eucalypt’ areas. The published information (Keith and Bedward, 1999) indicates 

there are only 13 hectares of rainforest in this sub-catchment and the areas of ‘non-

eucalypt’ have been incorporated into eucalypt forest ecosystems. 

  



 37 

“ . . . Dieback is associated with moist conditions and increasingly vigorous 

understories relative to tree canopies. Silvicultural and fire management 

practises that restore canopy vigour in dry and moist forests will enhance 

forest health. . . Forest health will be managed across the landscape including 

State forest, National park and private property” SFNSW, ESFM Plan 2000.  

 

Loyn (1986), in a study of birds on 56 fragmented patches in the Latrobe Valley, 

found “ . . . Signs of eucalypt die-back associated with insect attack were evident in 

all patches lacking under-storey, which contained low densities of insectivorous forest 

birds”. 

 

The proposal that increasing ‘routine’ disturbance will reduce Bell-miner numbers 

and improve forest health is ridiculous. Regrettably, the Rural Fires Act (1997) 

provides for such logically inconsistent management regimes to be imposed on private 

landholders and in public forests, regardless of the impact.  

 

Logging, roading and regular burning are undoubtably contributing factors to the 

spread of Bell miner/psyllid dieback. Reduced numbers of insectivorous bird species 

from habitat destruction, and an increase in parasitic bird species, reduces competition 

for psyllids, while the area of susceptible forest has increased to the benefit of Bell 

miners. Stone (1996) suggests that Bell miner dieback could be ‘ . . . managed by 

replanting with less susceptible species’, although the available evidence suggests this 

is already happening through ‘natural’ selection.  

 

Loyn (1983) found that when Bell miners were removed, other species of birds flock 

to the area, rapidly reducing the psyllid population. The same effect has been 

demonstrated in a small area in the Murrah valley, however, each spring and summer 

new and larger colonies of Bell miners, dispersing from the surrounding public forest, 

infest the area.  

 

As part of current and proposed NHT project, methods to discourage Bell-miners 

from revegetated areas and reduce their impact on existing forests, are being 

developed and trialed. Unfortunately the problem of Bell-miner induced forest 

dieback continues to be ignored, misunderstood or seen as ‘natural’ by land 

management agencies. Community initiated attempts to develop a koala recovery on 

private land could be rendered futile if these attitudes also form the basis of koala 

habitat management. 

 

Drought 
 

During recent times, a major “El Nino” event coincided with the drought from 1979 to 

1983, during the cutting of the first alternate coupes. During the summer of 1997-98 

another intense “El Nino” cycle is thought to be responsible for a hot dry period that 

resulted in canopy dieback over extensive areas of coastal forests in the southeast, 

particularly in ‘regrowth’ forest. 

 

This unprecedented event killed many trees and partially defoliated thousands more. 

After disturbance and exposure (fire/logging), dispersible and fine soil particles are 

transported away from plant root zones, particularly in stony soils with high 
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permeability.  These events produce soils that hold less moisture and, inevitably, 

greater stress is placed on vegetation during dry periods.  

 

“ . . . Drought is not listed as an injurious agent in the forests at Eden by the 

Forestry Commission of New South Wales (1982) nor is it discussed as a 

factor effecting forest health by State Forests (1994). Wilting was associated 

with the loss of koalas during a drought in Queensland  (Gordon et al., 1988). 

General wilting of forest trees due to drought has not, to our knowledge, been 

observed at Eden.” (Jurskis and Potter 1997) 

 

During the same “El Nino” event, remnant Forest Red Gum (E. tereticornis), on 

farmland near Tanja (east of Bega) and in the Bega Valley, developed large splits in 

their bark extending the length of the trunk on many trees. Reduced drought tolerance 

from a lack of soil-water holding capacity creating tree stress, is a plausible reason for 

these affects. Similar affects on eucalypts occur as a result of intensive wildfires 

during summer (Jacobs 1955) and have been observed after fuel hazard reduction 

burning in the Eden region (pers.obs).   

 
When past and current local activities are combined with human-induced global changes to weather 

patterns, koalas face a ‘short term’ future.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion  
 

“ . . . All of the Australian Federal and State authorities that commented on 

the proposal opposed it.” US Fish and Wildlife Service 2000   

 

A complete reappraisal of land management practices is required if koalas are to 

survive in the coastal forests of southeast New South Wales.  

 

The development of non-arable forests has continued over the past 40 years without 

consideration of the long term environmental impacts of these operations or their 

impact on koalas. There is sufficient evidence to suggest this development has not 

been beneficial for koalas, and their numbers have declined to a critical level.  

 

With the support of local individual land-holders and community groups, an 

application to develop ecologically sustainable catchment management practices, 

based on a framework developed by Land and Water Australia, has been submitted to 

the Natural Heritage Trust. However, without the recognition and support of the 

scientific community these initiatives are likely to face more time consuming 

resistance and obstinacy from government bureaucracies. Yet, community initiatives 

have dramatically increased our understanding of koala ecology over the past decade.  

 

The nomination satisfies the criteria at Section 11 of the Threatened Species 

Conservation Act (1995). The low-density remnant koala population described here is 

fast disappearing, disjunct and at the limit of their geographical range. They are also 
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genetically distinct when compared to koalas found outside the immediate region, and 

as such, are of highly significant conservation value. 

 

“ . . . extinction means the end of oppressive reality.”    Kaplan 1999 

 
Recommendations 

 

1. A moratorium on all logging, roading and deliberate fire (except “fuel reduction” 

burning where requested by individual landholders around their boundary) in the 

identified catchments. 

 

2. A similar moratorium be placed on logging in Yurammie, North Nullica and 

forests west of Dignams creek until surveys are conducted to determine if any 

breeding animals remain, in particular areas previously occupied by koalas. 

Results from these surveys to inform Recommendation 3. 

 

3. An independent researcher, approved by all stakeholders undertakes a population 

viability analysis for koalas in the southeast.  

 

4. A full assessment of existing or potential koala habitat is undertaken where 

proposed private development could threaten critical habitat or availability to 

koalas in the identified catchments.  

 

5. In order that potential disturbance to known breeding koalas be minimised, taped 

koala call surveys be excluded from the identified catchments and included in all 

pre-logging and other development surveys. Sound-activated recording devices 

are preferred in the identified catchments.  

 

6. Progress toward ecologically sustainable catchment and koala habitat management 

is proposed through the implementation of a consensus based catchment 

restoration framework.  

 

7. Koala surveys and other recovery activities in the identified catchments be 

addressed at a local level in conjunction with the catchment restoration framework 

process and in consultation with the Koala Recovery Team.  

 

8. Develop methods to reduce the impact of Bell Miner related forest dieback in 

riparian and other areas of higher quality arboreal habitat in the identified 

catchments, while addressing the causes of the problem. 

 

9. A coordinated feral predator eradication campaign be developed and implemented 

in the above catchments. 

 

10. The Koala Recovery Team organise surveys in Yurammie and North Nullica 

aimed at locating breeding animals within the ‘triangle defined by records from 

the 1997 regional call-back survey (figure 5.jpg- Survey Areas).  
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