
Comments on the Draft EPBC Act referral guidelines for the vulnerable koala (combined 
populations of Queensland, New South Wales and the Australian Capital Territory) 

“ . . . A ‘significant impact’ is an impact which is important, notable, or of consequence, 
having regard to its context or intensity.”- Matters of National  Environmental Significance, 
Significant impact guidelines, Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 
1999.

These comments are with regard to koalas in the context of the South East Corner Bioregion, the 
South East local land services area1 (SELLS) and the ACT. An area that for convenience will be 
referred to as the South East Section (SES).

One of the uncertainties with the draft guidelines would seem to stem from the original listing 
advice and the definition of a koala 'population':

“ . . . However, the Committee recognises that the koala faces stark conservation challenges 
across much of its distribution, particularly in the northern portion of its range. If the koala 
populations in Queensland and New South Wales (along with the very small koala 
population within the Australian Capital Territory) together are considered as a designatable 
“species” for the purposes of the EPBC Act, then their rate of decline over the last 20 years 
readily meets the eligibility threshold for listing as vulnerable. Such a listing would deliver a 
conservation benefit most focused at the koala’s major management concerns.”2  

If the captive koalas in the ACT are considered to be a 'very small population' and by inference 
Tidbinbilla Reserve represents a 'geographical area' within the ACT, there is question as to whether 
all koalas should considered to be distinct populations occupying distinct geographical areas. 

The draft referral guidelines propose the 800mm rainfall isohyet to define coastal and inland areas 
that creates a patchwork of these areas in the SES and includes Bega for example ,where the Bureau 
of Meteorology3 indicates the mean annual rainfall is 604.5mm. 

Secondly, and while it is noted that 'coastal' areas in a geographical sense through NSW to south 
east Queensland are generally consistent with the modelled future distribution4 of Bell-miners 
(Manorina melanophrys) and Bell-Miner Associated Die-back (BMAD) is listed as a Key 
Threatening Process in NSW, the species is considered to be 'vagrant' on the tablelands and in the 
ACT and there is some concern that a clear, consistent and transparent approach for proponents is 
inhibited when threats to sub-populations at bio-regional scale aren't specified. 

In contrast to information in the draft (Map 1: The modelled distribution of the listed koala species), 
there is no solid information to support the inference that koalas are known, likely or may occur in 
most of that part of the South East Corner Bio-region (SECB) in NSW, the adjacent South East 
Tablelands Bio-region or the Australian Alps. 

Indeed, the NSW Government has received significant Biodiversity funding on the basis that the 
last koalas in the NSW section of the SECB are constrained to a quite small area referred to as the 
'Far South Coast' and this area along with two others, referred to as the 'Southern Highlands' and the 
'Northeast tablelands', the latter occupied by animals descendent from 'island koalas' translocated in 

1   http://southeast.lls.nsw.gov.au/
2 http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/threatened/species/pubs/197-listing-advice.pdf
3   http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/averages/tables/cw_069139_All.shtml

4  http://researchdata.ands.org.au/bell-miner-manorina-manorina-melanophrys-current-and-future-species-distribution-
models



the early 1990's, were identified in a private submission5 from Office of Environment and Hertiage 
(OE&H) employee, Mr Chris Allen (2011), to the Australian Senate enquiry into the status, health 

5 https://senate.aph.gov.au/submissions/comittees/viewdocument.aspx?id=e133367e-1d38-4715-a800-5d634b41aeb8



and sustainability of Australia's koala population.

As indicated in the graphic above, showing the SELLS area (red hatch) over bio-regions and koala 
records from Bionet over the past 10 years, the distribution of records has remained fairly consistent 
in the SES apart from unverified 'outliers' (Blue dots) from a 'Community koala survey'. 

Evidence of koalas in the SECB indicates they survive in association with trees growing on the 
Murrah Soil Landscape (Tulau,1997) and generally within the catchments from Dignams Creek to 
Wapengo. These koalas were nominated for listing as an Endangered Population under the NSW 
Threatened Species Act in 2001. The nomination was rejected6 in 2007 and the NSW Scientific 
committee, in addition to suggesting suitable koala habitat could be observed on satellite images 
indicated that:

“ . . . The quality of Koala habitat in this area is deteriorating because of multiple factors 
including extensive canopy dieback, clearing due to rural-residential development and 
commercial forest harvesting. Koalas currently occur at a low density in southeast NSW 
including the nominated population area.”

and that:

 “ . . . Koalas in the nominated population area are not near the limit of the species' 
geographical range. They are neither genetically, morphologically nor ecologically distinct, 
nor is the nominated population area of significant conservation value relative to other 
populations of the species in NSW.”  

While it took another five years for the NSW Government to recognise there was no solid 
information to support the Scientific committee's determination, its acknowledgement that extensive 
canopy die-back exists and is a threat to what are now acknowledged as the only known genetically 
distinct koala population in the NSW part of the SECB, is still to accepted by the NSW 
Government.

Consequently, I've been informed (pers.comm. Mr Michael Saxon, 9- Oct -2013) that irrespective of 
the form it takes die-back has not been considered as part of current $1.9m Biodiversity fund 'Koala 
corridors and core habitat' project, explaining why the project does not extend to the whole area 
occupied by koalas.

Similarly, the NSW Roads and Maritime Services (RMS) submissions report7 for the only current 
development, in the relatively small area koalas still occupy that would be likely to require referral 
under the draft guidelines, the Princes Highway re-alignment at Dignams Creek, confirms that the 
OE&H have no concerns about current or potential die-back in the area, despite being within the 
area of the previously mentioned project.

There is no reference to die-back in the OE&H's submission on the highway re-alignment proposal, 
and there is some concern that the RMS proposes to include representatives of the OE&H should 
discussions with the Commonwealth be required on mitigation and offset measures and that this 
threat to koalas will continue to be ignored. 

More recently an article in the Canberra Times8 provides comments from key stakeholders in the 

6http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/determinations/KoalaPhascolarctosCinereusPopulationSENSWRejectionEPL.htm
7 http://www.rms.nsw.gov.au/roadprojects/projects/princes_hway/dignams_creek/documents/dignams-ck-

submissions-report-fordisplay.pdf
8 http://www.canberratimes.com.au/act-news/south-coast-koalas-stage-a-comeback-but-logging-restart-looms-

20140104-30b58.html



aforementioned project the OE&H, FCNSW and South East Fiber Exports. According to the OE&H 
' . . . while no specific figure could be given with certainty':

“ . . . Mr Allen said a rise in numbers was likely because of better rainfall, which led to 
higher quality eucalyptus leaves, and freedom from natural and human-controlled impacts 
such as bushfires and logging.'' In those areas where [there] appears to be recovery, there 
appears to be significantly less impact … there has been a significant absence of impacts in 
the past 30 years,'' he said.   The koala ecologist said destruction of habitat was the major 
reason for the longer-term decline in numbers, with rural subdivision ''almost certainly a 
factor'' in the loss of koalas north of the Bermagui River. The forestry industry had not 
logged in the populated areas but Mr Allen said there were important impending decisions to 
be made by government about future use of state forests.”''State forest areas being used by 
koalas have been committed as timber supply areas,'' he said.”

 Mr Allen's suggestion of a 'freedom from natural' impacts that have emerged over the past 30 year 
contrasts with with his submission to the Senate Inquiry suggesting:

 “ . . . Although dieback may be a significant threat in the long-term, currently we are in a 
remission phase, and this should assist surviving Koalas access suitable browse at least in 
the next few years.” (Allen, C., 2011)

A few years has passed and if better rain and freedom from bush fires and logging are the major 
factors influencing koala numbers and distribution, why are koalas, in areas like the South East 
National Park for example, now considered to be 'functionally extinct'? 

The is no solid evidence that rural subdivision was 'almost certainly a factor' in the loss of koalas 
north of the Bermagui River. As of 1994, areas of 'woody' vegetation north of the Bermagui River 
in the Eden RFA area were relatively equally distributed on private land, National Park and State 
Forests. In the absence of data on private land clearing in the area, the only certainty is that about 
half of the State Forest area has been logged in the past 6 years as indicated in the table below. 

State 
Forest

Compartment Plan 
Approved

Operation 
commenced

Operation 
suspended

Operation
completed 

Comment

Murrah 2032 14-Apr-05 23-May-05 6-July-05 Integrated Operation; 
Addition to POO 2008-

2009

Bermagui 2004 20-Oct-08 28-Oct-08 17-Apr-09 Thinning Operation; POO 
2008-2009

Bermagui 2005 20-Oct-08 27-Oct-08 20-Feb-09 Integrated Operation; 
POO 2008-2009

Bermagui 2002 4-Sep-09 10-Sep-09 6-Jan-10 Thinning Operation; POO 
2009-2010

Bermagui 2001 22-Sep-09 10-Nov-09 6-Jan-10 Integrated Operation; 
POO 2009-2010

Bermagui 2069 16-Sep-11 23-Sep-11 16-Nov-11 Integrated Operation; 
POO 2011-2012

The suggestion that logging had not been undertaken in 'populated areas' may be the case, but tends 
to neglect the fact that one of the compartments logged in Bermagui State Forest, Compartment 
2005, was the home range of a koala (Allen) that had been radio collared and tracked for a couple of 
years in the 1990's. There is little thought devoted to why this and other areas are no longer 
occupied by koalas, rather a lack of koala evidence enables logging to be approved and this 



occurred  in Compartment 2001 although the Bionet records indicate a 2008 OE&H koala record in 
the compartment.  

Compartment 2032 is not north of the Bermagui River but is included in the table because it is in a 
'populated area', remains on FCNSW's logging list and when logging was suspended back in 2005, 
as a consequence of community protests, State Forests promised to have talks on the koala issue but 
this has never occurred.

 



Also quoted  the Canberra Times article:

“  . . . Forestry Corporation of NSW's Daniel Tuan said selective logging was likely to be 
renewed in state forests between Bermagui and Tathra, but negotiated amendments to a 
threatened species licence - hoping to be made by the end of June - would include extended 
protection zones. ''It will be in the realms of several thousand hectares of exclusion zone,'' 
Mr Tuan said.” 

Selective logging is not practised in the Eden region and a figure of 2,800 ha of temporary 
protection zones has been proposed, however, as indicated in the map above of areas north of the 
Bermagui River and excluding Cpt 2069 (mid left), four compartments were logged up to 30 June 
2011 although three of these are not indicated as being logged in  FCNSW's official records 9.

To the last of the comments in the Canberra Times article: 

” . . . Peter Rutherford, forestry manager at South East Fibre Exports, which runs the Eden 
chip mill, said the company did not take the primary tree species koalas sourced for food.
''Forest red gums, woollybutt, ironbark … we don't take them,'' he said. ''We take 
stringybarks, silver top ash. Koalas will eat them, but they're not preferred.”

Mr Rutherford could be basing his comments on OE&H claims that Forest red gum (E.tereticornis) 
is a primary koala food species in the SECB, although there is no evidence to support this claim. It 
is true that 'red-woods' are not suitable for pulp although a mapped Endangered Ecological 
Community was logged in Cpt 2069 and it is assumed that the Forest red gum logged in this 
operation was, like Woollybutt and Ironbark, cut for firewood by SEFE crews. 

The claims regarding primary koala feed species in the SECB are seemingly related to a belief that 
planting these trees will help koalas, although there is no evidence that planted trees will help 
koalas  any more than existing trees in agricultural areas. Such claims are a distraction from the 
known threats to koalas such that they become subsumed within a narrower contexts like the NSW 
Integrated Forestry Operations Approvals and in particular the Environment Protection Licence.

It is generally accepted that koala numbers on cleared agricultural land that supported primary koala 
habitat did not drastically reduce and become extinct in the NSW part of the SECB until early in the 
20th century, some 30-40 years after most of the forests had been cleared. Hence, despite the 
destruction of habitat the fact that koalas still survived, one assumes on retained trees and regrowth, 
points to longer term land degradation processes initiated by the land clearing.

Studies undertaken late last century in the Murrah River catchment part of the small area koalas still 
occupy, found that;

“ . . .  Metres of mud and sand deposited on river floodplains, which the scientists at first 
guessed to be the result of hundreds or even thousands of years of erosion, are proving to 
have happened in as few as 30 or 40 years.”10

This time-frame is consistent with the general decline of koalas in secondary habitat across the 
SECB and as the massive deposition of sediment has mostly come from forested areas, it is difficult 
to escape the conclusion of an association between land degradation on forested lands and koala 
decline that is not the result of direct human activities. 

9 http://www.forestrycorporation.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/439417/Yield-forecasts-eden-regional-forest-  
agreement.pdf 

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

http://www.forestrycorporation.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/439417/Yield-forecasts-eden-regional-forest-agreement.pdf
http://www.forestrycorporation.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/439417/Yield-forecasts-eden-regional-forest-agreement.pdf


Consistent with this theory, is the interpretation of community initiated comprehensive soil physical 
and chemical analysis, also undertaken in the Murrah River catchment and on the Murrah soil 
landscape (Ian Little,1994, unpublished data) that was provided to the NSW Environment 
Protection Authority in the same year. 

The analysis found  all samples were similar in that the soil Exchangable Sodium Percentage as 
indicated in the graph below, rendered all soils sodic and highly dispersible, particularly at depth 
and Sodium was the major contributor to soil dispersibility.

Consequences of these soil conditions, like a reduction in soils water holding capacity and including 
increased soil acidity and aluminium availability, produced when clay aggregates break-down, were 
acknowledged in a letter from former NSW Primary Industries Minister, Mr Ian MacDonald in 
2009 (Appendix 1).

These influences are likely to contribute to die-back and non-contiguous koala habitat as indicated 
in the summary of data analysis11 on data and methods of interpreting it collected in the area- 

“ . . . Even though the Koala data are of high quality, two key features are that Koalas are 
highly clustered spatially and there is a relatively low incidence of occupancy. These two 
features have important consequences for statistical modeling. The high level of clustering 
means that for the purposes of identifying important covariates the effective sample size is 
much less than 589 and the true incidence of koala occupancy is small. A consequence of 
this is that if the strong clustering structure is not appropriately modeled, then spurious 
significant results will be found. 

Further it is known that when occupancy probabilities of a species are very low, the ability 
to be able to establish the statistical significance of an effect tends to be low. That is, there is 
low statistical power. Figure 7 (Nicholls and Cunningham 1995) shows the effect of 
increasing rarity (i.e. a low probability of detection) on the standard error of log (relative 
risk) while maintaining a constant sample size. Here relative risk is a measure of the extent 
to which a site having a particular attribute is more (or less) likely to have a species present 
than a site without the attribute. 

11  A statistical analysis of relationships between Koala occupancy and tree habitat in the Bermagui / Murrah area, 
NSW, Cunningham et al, 2010  http://bertramr.files.wordpress.com/2011/12/cunningham100525.pdf



The effect is that for data on rare species, a change in a factor of interest (e.g., a covariate) 
may result in a large relative change in odds of a given species being present, but this may 
not translate into a statistically significant effect. This is particularly evident as occurrence 
falls below 5%. Nicholls and Cunningham (1995) provide an example in the context of 
predicting the distribution of the Koala and, given occupancy by these species is very low, 
the ability to establish the statistical significance of an effect tends to be low.” (Cunningham 
et al, 2010)

The influence of changing soil conditions on habitat quality and quantity may also reflect changes 
in the germination and growth of different tree species. Data in the following graph is derived from 
the aforementioned tree data (n=17,670) and shows the diameter distributions of tree species in the 
dataset with 200 or more records (n=16,118) .  

As indicated in the graph trees in the 150-250mm diameter class are the most abundant, 
representing 37% of all trees and just of over 27% of these are 'Alit', commonly referred to Black 
forest oak (Allocasuarina littoralis) with more than double the number of individuals than the next 
most abundant in the data set 'emue', Yellow Stringy-bark (E.mulleriana). 

The increase in the abundance of Black forest oak, obvious to those who have lived in the area for a 
few decades, has occurred in conjunction with both the spread of BMAD and, first observed in 
1997, broad scale eucalyptus die-back events that coincide with periods of dry weather and declared 
drought. It seems likely that the reductions in canopy cover and eucalyptus mortality, associated 
with these events, have also contributed to the increased abundance of the species.  

Consequently, and with regard to the Koala context attributes referred to in the draft (Table1), it is 
arguable that large, connected areas of native vegetation, including in forests and woodlands, where 
logging has altered tree species composition, cannot be said to represent potential koala habitat in 
the SECB. 

An understanding of why this is the case is not possible while the underlying factors contributing to 
the loss, fragmentation and degradation of habitat, including dispersal habitats, are not considered. 
And attempting to 'Protect and conserve large, connected areas of koala habitat, particularly large, 
connected areas that support Koalas…' is constrained by evidence indicating such habitat does not 
exist in the SECB.

Based on the referral guidelines and current information, defining Koala habitat by vegetation 
composition, when only those areas occupied by Koalas can be considered to be critical Koala 
habitat, is inappropriate for what the data suggests is an endangered population.
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There is also some uncertainty with regard to the weight given to unverified Koala records, those 
from community surveys for example. If the source of the record is not identified, will these records 
influence referrals to the same degree as verified records? Also, the accuracy of Koala records on 
the NSW Bionet website (Appendix 2) would seem to be quite poor, relative to the original field 
data.

On the basis that actions in the SECB that are likely to adversely affect habitat critical to the 
survival of Koalas such that a referral would be required, would need to be within an area occupied 
by a Koala, the final consideration is Section 9 of the draft guidelines: Could your action 
substantially interfere with the recovery of the koala?'.

Using the proposed re-alignment of the Princes Highway at Dignams Creek as an example, and 
given the proposal would probably not qualify for the first three criteria, the forth is: 

Facilitating the introduction or spread of disease or pathogens to an area, for example 
Chlamydia or Phytophthora cinnamomi, which are likely to significantly reduce the 
reproductive output of female koalas or reduce the carrying capacity of the habitat; 

The threat posed by the introduction of Chlamydia would seem to be associated with the re-location 
of Koalas and dependent on knowledge of the strain/s that have been identified in any given 
population. Regrettably, like detailed information on genetics, this information on Koalas in the 
SES is yet to be made publicly available.

However, the Commonwealth's approval of the 'Koala corridors and core habitat' project would 
suggest that this issue has been considered as part of the MOU to trans-locate Koalas from Victoria 
to the Eden region because these Koalas carry the same  strain/s of Chlamydia as the endemic and 
island Koalas within dispersal range of the trans-location area.

Phytophthora cinnamomi is likely to be present in the area. The question this criteria raises is 
whether it is possible to gauge the potential to reduce the reproductive output of female Koalas or 
reduce the carrying capacity of the habitat, when an understanding of the threats is poor.

Research on forest decline12 (Horton et al, 2013) in Eucalyptus delegatensis forest found that soil 
variables explained the majority of the variations in ectomycorrhizal fungal communities. The 
abundance of certain fungal communities is associated with declining forests.

The researchers suggest: 

“ . . .  Forest management must consider the role of disturbance in maintaining suitable soil 
conditions for symbiotic fungi which are important for maintaining healthy eucalypt forest 
and restoring declining forest ecosystems.” (ibid)

According to the RMS submissions report: 

“ . . . While Bell Miners were recognised during the survey, the presence of Bell Miner 
Associated Dieback was not identified as a significant feature of the existing environment. 
Dieback was noted in some areas next to the roadway and in some gullies, however these 
appeared to be associated with weed invasion which is widespread, particularly in areas 
adjoining the road. Furthermore the presence of dieback noted was not necessarily 
associated with the presence of Bell Miners. While Bell Miner Associated Dieback may 
occur in the locality, this phenomenon is often associated with disturbed landscapes.

The issue of Bell Miners and Bell Miner Associated Dieback does not appear to be a 
significant issue in the construction footprint of the proposal and while the threat of Bell 

12http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0378112713002120



Miner Associated Dieback may potentially be exacerbated by the proposal these impacts are 
considered to be low. Additionally while specific measures have not been identified to 
manage Bell Miner Associated Dieback, measures have been included within the 
Biodiversity Assessment and the REF which will help ameliorate the potential impacts of 
Bell Miner Associated Dieback and which are consistent with some of the measures 
included in the Bell Miner Associated Dieback Strategy prepared by the Bell Miner 
Associated Dieback Working Group in 2004. This includes the following:

• Managing weed invasion, specifically lantana in edge habitats (refer to
mitigation measures in Section 6.1.3 of the REF).
• Maintaining biodiversity integrity and forest structure through revegetation of
areas cleared for the proposal (refer to mitigation measures included in Section
6.1 and Section 6.3 of the REF).
• The proposal will also introduce substantial revegetation of cleared areas as
part of the Biodiversity Offset which will reduce the area of disturbed habitat in
the locality.
In regards to the classification of the Bell Miner as a common species in the Biodiversity 
Assessment, this definition was used to identify that the species is not listed as a threatened 
species under the TSC Act or the EPBC Act rather than inferring spatial distribution 
throughout the proposal footprint. Additionally while individuals of Bell Miner were 
identified during both the NGH and SKM field surveys and were heard during field surveys 
in some gully habitats, population estimates or densities were not established. 

Discussion on the impact of the species on key threatening processes (KTP) identified under 
the TSC Act was also included in Section 4.10 of the Biodiversity Assessment. This included 
discussion of the KTP: "Forest Eucalypt dieback associated with over-abundant psyllids and 
bell miner". According to DECC 2004 the causal factors associated with key threatening 
processes (KTP) are not fully known and difficult to quantify. It is recognised that Bell 
Miner Associated Dieback may be associated with disturbed landscapes and consequently 
the proposal has some potential to contribute to this KTP on a small and localised scale. This 
may potentially include impacts in areas along gullies and creek lines as a result of indirect 
impacts to these areas and increased edge effects. However these impacts are not 
quantifiable and considering that the proposal will upgrade the Princes Highway alongside 
its current location the likelihood that this process would be exacerbated by the proposal is 
considered to be low. 

 In regards to mapping the distribution of Bell Miners near to the proposal this was not 
considered necessary for completion of the assessment of impacts from Bell Miner 
Associated Dieback and the KTP. 

 While it is possible that the destruction of moist eucalyptus forests in Gulaga National Park 
and adjacent lands may be attributed to the construction of the passing lane and subsequent 
disturbance impacts of Bell Miner Associated Dieback it has not been a requirement of the 
Biodiversity Assessment to assess the impacts of this forest phenomenon in Gulaga National 
Park. Rather, the Biodiversity Assessment specifically investigated impacts to biodiversity 
within the construction footprint of the proposal. While Gulaga National Park is adjacent to 
the proposal there are no direct or indirect impacts anticipated from the proposal.” 

The RMS acknowledges that die-back is not constrained to where Bell-miners were identified 
during surveys in 'gully habitats' but suggests weeds are somehow responsible. The map above of 
areas north of the Bermagui River also indicates the location of the proposed Dignams Creek 
highway re-alignment where the RMS submissions report suggest there is a 'dominance of 
eucalyptus sieberi' and provide a map of 'vegetation and management zones' (Figure 2-2.pg-51) 
indicating various forest areas tagged as either being in good or poor condition as well as cleared 
areas.



Other sources of  information on the condition of forests in the area are maps13 indicating forests 
with a 'predisposition to decline', available from the Bushfire Co-operative Research Centre 
website. Extracts from Batemans Bay and Eden maps are attached (Appendix 3).

While there appears to have been a tagging error with the Batemans Bay map, of the three maps for 
the area, the Eden map would appear to be the most accurate, however, in all cases, including the 

13 http://www.bushfirecrc.com/publications/biblio/author/887



RMS map, actual areas subject to BMAD have not been identified.

The RMS acknowledges the potential to contribute to the KTP in gullies and along creek lines, have 
no specific measures to ameliorate this contribution,  rely on suggestions that planted trees will 
grow, where they have previous died and suggests 'no direct or indirect impacts' are anticipated. 

The map of above of Blind Creek catchment (685 ha.), where most of the re-alignment works are 
proposed employs the same forest decline tagging system as those for the Eden map but includes 
modelled ecosystems in gullies and along creek lines.  

As BMAD has been identified gully areas it must be assumed unoccupied areas have a high 
potential for BMAD and as Bell-miners tend to become permanent residents the negative impacts 
are also permanent.

Other decline categories, high and moderate temporary are dependent on the weather. The low 
category includes areas of 'dry gully rainforest' (Backhousia myrtifolia) and 'acacia scrub' (Acacia 
sylvestris) although there is no reason to think these forests are not also in decline and like many 
other gullies now dominated by 'viney scrub'.

On the fifth criteria-

Increasing the risk of high-intensity fire to areas of habitat critical to the survival of the 
Koala;

The increase in the abundance of black forest oak (Allocasuarina littoralis) on ridges and slopes 
over the past thirty years, is not accurately reflected in the graph above because the vast majority of 
these trees have diameters less than 150mm.

While performing many positive biological functions, black forest oak is a middle-storey species 
and its increased abundance increases both the contiguity and volume of fuel connecting shrubs in 
the under-storey to the heads of trees in the upper storey.

While this outcome is particularly associated with 'disturbed' areas in what were previously 'tall dry 
forests', the only current method to reduce fire intensity is fuel reduction burning that, observations 
suggest, in general does not greatly reduce fuel load or connectivity such that the intensity of  a 
wildfire would be greatly reduced.

Apart from the steep northern edge of the Blind Creek catchment, all of which was mapped as 'old 
growth' forest, satellite images indicate all areas south of the main watercourse were intensively 
logged in a single operation around 1990.  

Proposals to re-vegetate cleared land with endemic species without accounting for or attempting to 
address the fundamental issues behind die-back, could result in vegetation cover that is more likely 
to increase fire intensity.

And the final criteria:

Degradation of habitat critical to the survival of the koala habitat resulting from hydrological 
change to the extent that the function and integrity of the habitat is jeopardised.

As previously indicated, massive hydrological change has occurred in forested areas of SECB since 
the 1950s and human actions have operated on top of, in addition to and largely ignorant of, the 
processes that account for these changes.

In response to an information request, the RMS provided the following;

Issue description
The following is a summary of the issues raised:
• Requests Roads and Maritime to provide dates of previous upgrades along the Princes 



Highway, including the upgrade for the passing lanes on Dignams Hill and the upgrade to 
the north through Goura Nature Reserve. Asks for information concerning the volume of 
gravel removed from the bed of Blind Creek for the latter upgrade.
Issue response
No records have been maintained regarding previous upgrades, however, anecdotal evidence 
from construction contractors was that the passing lane on Dignams Hill was constructed in 
the late 1970s. In the order of 3000-4000 cubic metres of gravel was extracted from 
Dignams Creek for this work. Around 1972 a few thousand cubic metres of gravel was 
extracted from Blind Creek to construct the Quaama bypass.

Local residents have indicated Bega Shire Council also previously removed gravel from the Blind 
Creek catchment. As indicated on the map above and as recorded in the Wandella Topographic map 
(NSW Central Mapping Authority, first edition, 1970), the area of gravel mapped in the catchment 
was quite small before the 1971 flood but, now extends along most, if not all of the major 
watercourse.

The major negative impact on biodiversity is the loss of permanent pools and, therefore, those 
species dependent on this water. In addition, and while salt is not an issue, increasing soil sodicity is 
just as likely to kill trees.

Despite the fact that thousands of cubic meters of gravel were removed from the catchment, this has 
clearly been replaced, and while it is suggested the re-alignment will destroy 19.9 hectares of forest, 
a precautionary approach may acknowledge that sub-catchments of the lower Blind Creek 
Catchment totalling 70 hectares in area, will be either directly or are likely to be indirectly 
adversely affected by the development.

An issue, when trees die and eventually fall over in or adjacent to watercourses, is that some of 
these species readily float in water. This is particularly the case for River Peppermint (E. elata) 
although RMS has not considered this issue.

Summary and suggestion

For the koala to survive and recover, the effects of these threats must be addressed. Further 
loss, fragmentation and degradation of habitat critical to the survival of the koala must be 
avoided, wherever possible, and measures implemented to mitigate and manage unavoidable 
impacts on the species.

There would seem to a strong argument demonstrating that acknowledging threats other than 
logging and implementing measures to mitigate and manage them, do not form part of the NSW 
Government's general approach to koala management.

The preference would seem to be towards changing the context, but the outcome is that the severity 
of impacts are artificially minimised and mitigation is avoided.

Among other things the current Biodiversity 'Koala corridors and core habitat' project was:

3. To ensure that Forests NSW has capacity to support the implementation of these 
measures, LiDAR mapping and a timber market study will be conducted to assess the 
suitability of alternative timber supply from other suitable areas of State Forests.

While noting the Eden RFA (Part 3, 95.6) required then Forests NSW to implement an inventory 
system that, if it had been implemented would eliminate the need for this mapping, using timber 
from suitable trees cleared for the highway development to replace a few saw-logs forgone in the 
temporary exclusion areas, has apparently not been considered.  



A poor understanding of the processes behind land degradation in the OE&H and NSW 
Government generally means other timber resources and suitable technologies14 will not be 
employed in attempts to ameliorate current threats or to mitigate likely negative impacts of the 
highway development. 

This poor understanding is linked to a low capacity to respond to environmental changes that is 
coupled with a long-term opposition to scientifically-based community attempts, funded under 
another initiative, to increase biodiversity and associated ecological 'disturbance' functions across 
tenures to improve the health of koala food trees and the soil in the 'Koala corridors and core 
habitat' project area.

The self-approval process for the re-alignment of the Princes Highway at Dignams Creek, is 
consistent with the approach to current management of the small geographical areas that koalas still 
occupy in the NSW part of the SECB.

My suggestion for the final version of the referral guidelines is to include reference to identified 
threats to koalas at a bio-regional scale.

Robert Bertram

 January 2014

14   http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/agriculture/resources/soils/soil-carbon/biochar-in-horticulture.
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