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Summary

Koalas (Phascolarctos cinereus) are tree-dwelling, medium-sized marsupials that have an iconic status: an
important part of Australia’s natural and cultural heritage. Koalas are found largely on flat, fertile lands of
the eastern and southern parts of Australia. These lands are those generally preferred for both urban and
agricultural development, and as such, the extent of koala habitat has declined. In 1996 concern for the
koala’s numbers, welfare and conservation, with its numbers declining in part of its range, resulted in the
development of the National Koala Conservation Strategy.

The National Koala Conservation Strategy was signed in 1998 by the Commonwealth, States and
Territories through the then Australian and New Zealand Environment and Conservation Council.
The Strategy recognised that protecting and managing koalas is a complex task and that the need for a
strategic approach to the management of koalas had become urgent, and was needed to maximise the
effectiveness of conservation efforts.

The Strategy identified the major issues for koalas as clearing, fragmentation and degradation of habitat,
disease, natural disasters, roads, dogs, and over-browsing. The Strategy addressed these issues with six
objectives comprising: conservation of koalas in existing habitat; restoration of degraded habitat; better
understanding of the conservation biology of koalas; education; management of captive, sick or injured
koalas; and management of over-browsing.

The aim of the Strategy was to conserve koalas by retaining viable populations in the wild throughout their
natural range.

In 2006 the Natural Resource Management Ministerial Council agreed to review the Strategy. Reviewing
the Strategy will allow nationally consistent objectives for protection and management of koala populations
to be updated and used as a guide for regional and local land-use decision-makers.

Since the release of the Strategy, major changes have occurred in the legislative context in which the
Strategy operates, with new legislation formulated at both state and federal levels — some specific to
koalas. There has also been a substantial amount of research and work related to the conservation and
management of koalas around the country. Since 1998 there have, however, also been significant local
declines in koala populations and koala habitat in Queensland, New South Wales and Victoria, and large
numbers of animals continue to die from disease, traffic injury and dog attacks.

In reviewing the Strategy, interviews were completed with a range of stakeholders to determine how
effective the strategy had been in achieving its primary aim and the six objectives. Written submissions
were also invited.

In general, there has been some work completed towards achieving the aim and objectives of the Strategy,
but the Strategy itself has not been properly implemented. There is little evidence to demonstrate that the
Strategy has driven any of the achievements over the last 10 years. Although connections can be drawn
between the Strategy and some state-based initiatives, such as the koala management and conservation
plans in Victoria, New South Wales and Queensland, these connections have not been widely promoted
and appear not to be coordinated through the Strategy. There is a lack of implementation of both the aim
and the six objectives of the Strategy.

That is not to say that the Strategy cannot work going into the future, the Strategy remains a good
framework for the conservation and management of koalas. However, recognition, promotion, funding and
leadership are required to ensure that its aim and objectives are met.
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However beautiful the strategy, you should occasionally look at
the results

Winston Churchill
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Introduction

In 2006 the Natural Resource Management Ministerial Council agreed to review the National
Koala Conservation Strategy (the Strategy), which was signed in 1998 by the Australian
Government, States and Territories through the former Australian and New Zealand
Environment and Conservation Council. Reviewing the Strategy will allow an update of the
nationally consistent objectives for the protection of local koala populations that are under
threat, so that they can be used as a guide for regional and local land-use decision-makers.

Koalas (Phascolarctos cinereus) are tree-dwelling, medium-sized marsupials that have an
iconic status, play an important part of Australia’s natural and cultural heritage (Jackson
2007a), and contribute a significant amount to the Australian economy through tourism
(Hundloe & Hamilton 1997). Koalas are found largely on flat, fertile lands in the eastern and
southern parts of Australia. These lands include areas generally preferred for both urban
and agricultural development, and as such, the extent of koala habitat has declined. In 1996
the koala had already been rejected for listing as threatened at the national level, but
concern remained for its numbers, welfare and conservation, with its numbers declining in
part of its range. The response to this concern was the National Koala Conservation
Strategy (1998).

The 1998 National Koala Conservation Strategy

The National Koala Conservation Strategy (1998) was written in 1996. The Strategy
recognised that protecting and managing koalas is a complex task and that the need for a
strategic approach to the management of koalas had become urgent in order to maximise
the effectiveness of conservation efforts. Following public display, consultation, revision and
completion in 1997, the Strategy was signed in 1998.

The Strategy identifies the major issues for koalas as clearing, fragmentation and
degradation of habitat, disease, natural disasters, roads, dogs, and over-browsing.
The Strategy addresses these issues with six objectives comprising: conservation of koalas
in existing habitat; restoration of degraded habitat; better understanding of the conservation
biology of koalas; education; management of captive, sick or injured koalas; and
management of over-browsing.

The primary aim of the Strategy, based on a number of statements of acknowledgement,
recognition and agreement, is to conserve koalas by retaining viable populations in the wild
throughout their natural range.

The Strategy indicates the importance of review of the Strategy in light of experience with its
implementation and developing knowledge. It indicates further that a review with public
consultation would be appropriate after the Strategy had been implemented for a period of
five years. This document is the first review of the Strategy since its inception.

The original published strategy consisted of two documents: the Strategy itself (ANZECC
1998) and an overview of current approaches to conservation and management of koalas in
Australia (ANZECC 1996). This review relates only to the Strategy document, although
reference is made to the overview document.
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The aim and structure of this review

The aim of this review is to gather information on the implementation of the Strategy from a
range of responsible parties (those responsible for the implementation of the Strategy) as
well as a range of stakeholders. A further aim is to provide recommendations as to how the
Strategy may be updated so as to provide for ongoing conservation and management of
koalas.

The review is split into the following chapters.

Chapter 2 — Current overview: describes the status, issues and legislative framework
relating to koalas in Australia as well as internationally.

Chapter 3 — Review methods: describes the methods used in reviewing the Strategy.
Chapter 4 — Results of the review: presents the information collected during the review.

Chapter 5 —The way forward: discusses changes to the Strategy that should be considered
for the future.

Chapter 6 — Conclusions.
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Current overview

This chapter describes the current status, issues and legislative framework for the
conservation and management of koalas within Australia. It highlights the current state of
knowledge and in particular highlights changes that have occurred since the release of the
Strategy. The 1996 ANZECC overview document that led to the formation of the Strategy
(ANZECC 1996) looked at current management and issues relating to koalas — this is used
as the baseline condition for much of the discussion in this chapter.

Queensland

2.1.1 Status

The 1996 overview of current approaches to conservation and management of koalas in
Australia (ANZECC 1996) indicated that, at the time, the status of the koala in Queensland
was known only at a broad scale, with detailed information coming from local areas. While
the document didn’t provide numbers, it indicated that there were a number of regions in
which the status of the koala was satisfactory, but that overall the koala population was
declining. In some areas the koala population had declined severely, and active declines
were still occurring. The level of habitat protection was considered to be very poor.

Overall, the summary of status provided in 1996 is very similar to that in 2008. The Nature
Conservation (Koala) Conservation Plan 2006 (Queensland Environmental Protection
Agency 2006) estimated the number of koalas in Queensland to be between 100,000 and
300,000. This number was based on a variety of local and regional surveys, such as those
completed in the Mulga Lands bioregion (Sullivan et al. 2004), and more localised population
estimates on the coast, such as on the Koala Coast (Dique et al. 2003a; Dique et al. 2004).
The Australian Koala Foundation has suggested that the numbers of Sullivan et al (2004), on
which the state population estimate is in part based, may overestimate the abundance of
koalas (Australian Koala Foundation 2004c). They suggest a population estimate closer to
50,000 based on potential koala habitat maps (Australian Koala Foundation 2008a).

Given that the earlier overview document did not provide numbers, it is hard to determine at
the state level if the numbers of koalas have continued to decline. However, a review of the
impacts of land clearing practices on wildlife in Queensland (Cogger et al. 2003) estimated
that between 1997 and 1999, 19,000 koalas died as a result of clearing of remnant
vegetation. The total extent of yearly vegetation clearing in Queensland continued at a
relatively constant level at least until 2004 (Cork et al. 2006; Natural Resources and Mines
2006), suggesting that the extent of koala habitat and the number of koalas has continued to
decline during that period.

In some specific areas where the number of koalas has been estimated, there have been
clear population declines. For example, recent (2005-2006) surveys of koalas on the Koala
Coast estimated a population of 4,611 animals (Environmental Protection Agency 2007).
Based on the 1996-1999 survey estimates of 6,246 koalas (Dique et al. 2004), this
represents a decline in abundance of 26% over seven years. Surveys in the Pine Rivers
Shire (GHD 2008) indicated an average 45% decline in koalas in urban areas between 2001
and 2008, and a 15% decline in bushland areas.
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2.1.2 Issues

The overview document identified clearing of habitat for development as the major issue
facing koalas in Queensland in 1996, with conservation/welfare issues such as dog attack,
road injury and disease secondary issues. There was little protection of koala habitat,
particularly on private lands.

The situation today appears to be similar, with the loss and fragmentation of habitat still
playing a key role in the decline of koala populations (Dique 2004; Dique et al. 2003a).
Admission statistics at two south-east Queensland hospitals indicate that the numbers of
koalas admitted has remained relatively constant over the last 10 years (an average of 1,241
per year between 1997 and 2007 - Environmental Protection Agency 2008). These numbers
suggest that threats to koalas are ongoing, but should be used with caution to indicate
trends in population numbers.

The numbers of sick and injured koalas requiring care and rehabilitation is in itself an issue.
In 1996 this was considered an important issue in areas where there was a significant
interface between koalas and expanding urban populations. Today this continues to be an
important issue in Queensland, particularly in the south-east of the state.

The bacterium Chlamydia is present in a large proportion of the Queensland koala
population (approximately 70%), but overt symptoms of Chlamydia related disease are
relatively low (approximately 9%). Relatively new diseases such as those caused by the
koala retrovirus (Hanger 1998; Hanger et al. 1998) are present in the Queensland
population, but population level impacts of this virus are not known.

2.1.3 Conservation status, legislation and policies

The Nature Conservation Act 1992 provides for the listing of native plants and animals into
one of the following categories:

= Extinct in the wild
= Endangered

= Vulnerable

= Rare

= Near Threatened
= |Least Concern.

The koala is listed as ‘vulnerable’ under the Nature Conservation Act 1992 in the South East
Queensland bioregion and as ‘of least concern’ elsewhere in the state.

A Wildlife Clearing Permit is required where a development is proposed to impact species
listed from Endangered to Near Threatened in Schedules 2 to 5 of the Nature Conservation
Regulation 2006.

The Nature Conservation (Koala) Conservation Plan 2006 (Queensland Environmental
Protection Agency 2006) is a subordinate statute to the Nature Conservation Act 1992. This
plan was prepared following the species being listed as ‘regionally vulnerable’ within the
South East Queensland bioregion. The plan aims to promote the continued existence of
viable koala populations in the wild, prevent the decline of koala habitats and promote future
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land use and development that is compatible with the survival of koala populations in the
wild. Under the plan, and the Nature Conservation (Koala) Management Program 2006—
2016, the state has been divided into the following three districts to direct management
regimes:

» Koala District A: comprising 12 local government authorities (or part thereof)* in the
southern portion of the South East Queensland bioregion, where koalas are listed as
vulnerable. This district has the highest densities of koalas, but also the greatest threats.
Within this district, Koala Habitat Areas have been indentified and mapped and are
provided statutory protection.

= Koala District B: comprising 8 local government authorities (or part thereof) in the
northern portion of the South East Queensland bioregion, where koalas are listed as
vulnerable. This district is largely rural and contains lower koala population densities
than District A.

= Koala District C: comprising the remaining 56 local government authorities where koalas
are found. Although there is evidence of overall decline in koala abundance in this
district, they are classed as of least concern because of a lower perceived threat
(Queensland Environmental Protection Agency 2006).

Other Queensland legislation and policies in place with relevance to koala conservation
include:

= Integrated Planning Act 1997

= Vegetation Management Act 1999

=  South East Queensland Regional Plan 2005-2026.

2.1.4 Significant changes in the state over the last 10 years

Since the release of the Strategy a nhumber of developments have occurred in Queensland
that relate either directly or indirectly to conservation and management of koalas. Significant
changes overall include:

= Gazetting of the South East Queensland Regional Plan 2005-2026 (this document is
currently under review).

= The listing of the koala as regionally vulnerable in the South East Queensland bioregion.

= The integration of koala habitat into the planning process in the South East Queensland
region through the release of the Nature Conservation (Koala) Conservation Plan 2006
and the Nature Conservation (Koala) Management Program 2006—2016.

= Introduction of the Vegetation Management Act 1999, aimed at controlling the broad-
scale loss of vegetation.

! Local government authorities in Queensland were amended in March 2008 when a number of former local governments were
amalgamated to create new entities. This means that the numbers of local government authorities in each koala district presented in
this report differ from those presented in the published Nature Conservation (Koala) Conservation Plan 2006.
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New South Wales

2.2.1 Status

The overview document indicated that by 1996 the koala had disappeared from between
50 and 75% of its known range in New South Wales, with the population estimate placed at
between 1,000 and 10,000 animals based on expert opinion provided to the New South
Wales Scientific Committee (Lunney et al. 2000). More recent studies suggest that the
earlier estimate of population numbers across the state were low. A study of koalas in the
Pilliga region of New South Wales (Barrott 1999; Kavanagh & Barrott 2001), estimated
approximately 15,000 koalas in the Pilliga forests alone.

The New South Wales Scientific Committee further indicated that the population size was
known to be rapidly declining in specific regions (Lunney et al. 2000). Examples of rapidly
declining populations include Pittwater (NSW Scientific Committee 1999b), which declined
from a population of 123 in the 1970s to less than six animals in 1998; Tea Gardens and
Hawks Nest Populations (NSW Scientific Committee 1999a), declining from 21 animals in
1989 to 12 in 1998; and lluka (Lunney et al. 2002), declining from 16 animals in 1990 to an
estimated three animals in 1999. A report on the impact of land clearing in New South Wales
(Johnson et al. 2007) estimated that 3,591 koalas are killed each year, based on estimates
of population density and land clearing extent (this figure is for 1995), suggesting that
population declines may still be occurring.

While there is currently no clear indication of koala numbers across New South Wales,
a recent community-based survey across the state provides the opportunity to compare
results for 1986 with those in 2006. Preliminary results indicate that the koala has
experienced declines in many areas along the coast including the north (Tweed Heads and
lluka) and central coast (Taree and Nelson Bay) and in individual areas on the south coast.
These data suggest small areas west of the Great Dividing Range may have increased
populations (Dan Lunney, Mathew Crowther, lan Shannon and Jessica Bryant,
NSW Department of Environment and Climate Change, unpublished data).

2.2.2 Issues

As in Queensland, loss of habitat is a key issue for koalas in New South Wales, with other
factors such as dogs, road death and disease related to the loss and fragmentation of
habitat. These same issues are evident today in a number of populations around the state.
The overview document indicated that koala habitat was poorly represented in national
parks and nature reserves around the state (ANZECC 1996). Recent community survey data
show that the majority of koala habitat is located on private lands, with 73% of the surveyed
grid squares containing koalas on private lands and only 17% in national parks and 10% in
state forests (Lunney et al. 2007a).

Koalas in New South Wales carry the bacterium Chlamydia spp. with the expression of
clinical signs more prevalent in animals exposed to environmental stresses (e.g. Hume
1990). The koala retrovirus has been recorded in New South Wales populations.
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2.2.3 Conservation status, legislation and policies

The New South Wales Threatened Species Conservation Act 1995 provides for the listing of
native plants and animals into one of the following categories:

= Presumed extinct

= Critically endangered
= Endangered

= Vulnerable

= Endangered population.

The koala is listed as Vulnerable under the NSW Threatened Species Conservation Act
1995. In addition, two populations within New South Wales have been listed as Endangered
Populations: the population in the Hawks Nest and Tea Gardens area, and the population in
the Pittwater local government area. The listing of a species under the Threatened Species
Conservation Act 1995 triggers the need for assessment of projects under Section 5A of the
Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 (the seven part test) or under heads of
consideration for State significant projects assessed under Part 3A of the Act.

Under the Threatened Species Conservation Act 1995, 32 priority actions have been
developed for the koala (Department of Environment and Climate Change 2008). A draft
recovery plan has also been prepared for the koala (NSW National Parks and Wildlife
Service 2003b) that takes its objectives directly from the Strategy. While this document has
been in draft form since 2003, it is understood that the recovery plan will be finalised soon.
A recovery plan has also been prepared and approved for the Hawks Nest and Tea Gardens
population (NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service 2003a) that again takes its objectives
directly from the Strategy.

Recently the Department of Environment and Climate Change released a management
framework for the far south coast koala populations in New South Wales (Ecological
Australia 2006). The management framework is not equivalent to a recovery plan as defined
by the Threatened Species Conservation Act 1995, or a comprehensive or individual Koala
Plan of Management as defined in State Environmental Planning Policy 44 - Koala Habitat
Protection (SEPP 44), but rather seeks to inform the future development of such documents
(EcoLogical Australia 2006).

Clearing of Native Vegetation is listed as a Key Threatening Process under the Threatened
Species Conservation Act 1995. The koala is listed in the final determination for this
threatening process as a species that may be adversely affected (NSW Scientific Committee
2001). However, no threat abatement plan has been prepared.

At the local government level, protection for koala habitat is provided by SEPP 44. This
policy was enacted in 1995 and aims to encourage the conservation and management of
areas of natural vegetation that provide habitat for koalas, in order to ensure that permanent,
free living populations are maintained over their present range. It requires the assessment of
potential and core koala habitat in conjunction with local councils. Under this SEPP ‘potential
koala habitat’ refers to areas of native vegetation where the trees that are listed in Schedule
2 of the policy constitute at least 15% of the total number of trees in the upper or lower strata
of the tree component. ‘Core koala habitat’ refers to land with a resident population
of koalas, evidenced by attributes such as breeding females and recent sightings as well
as historical records of a population.
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SEPP 44 applies to land within local government areas listed in Schedule 1 of the policy for
which a development application has been made and for which Council is the determining
authority. SEPP 44 does not apply to land listed under the National Parks and Wildlife Act
1974, or the Forestry Act 1916 as state forest or flora reserve, or to land where Council is
not the determining authority.

Part 3 of SEPP 44 relates to preparation of plans of management relating to koalas. These
can be prepared for:

= the whole of a local government area listed in Schedule 1, or

= apart of such a local government area (including an area of land that is the subject of a
development application).

All plans of management must be approved by the Director-General of the Department of
Environment and Climate Change.

Some plans of management have been prepared (e.g. Port Stephens and Coffs Harbour -
Lunney et al. 1999; Port Stephens Council 2002), although others have remained in draft
form (e.g. Campbelltown and Taree - Callaghan et al. 2002; Callaghan et al. 2003), despite
being finalised a number of years ago. However, the number of plans prepared is small
compared to the 106 Council areas listed in SEPP 44 as containing koala habitat.

Part 4 of SEPP 44 relates to the identification of potential and core koala habitat and giving
consideration to preparing an appropriate development control plan for land that is, or
adjoins, core koala habitat.

The SEPP also gives authority to the Director-General of the Department of Environment
and Climate Change to require studies as part of a local environment plan if it is proposed to
zone or rezone land that is potential koala habitat or core koala habitat, other than where it is
proposed to be rezoned for environmental protection.

Other New South Wales legislation in place with relevance to the conservation of koalas
includes:

=  Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979
= Native Vegetation Act 2003

= National Parks and Wildlife Act 1974

= Exhibited Animals Protection Act 1986

= |ocal Government Act 1993.

2.2.4 Significant changes in the state over the last 10 years

Since the release of the Strategy a number of developments have occurred in New South
Wales that relate either directly or indirectly to the conservation and management of koalas.
Significant changes overall include:

= Preparation of the draft Koala Recovery Plan.

=  Two populations have been listed as Endangered under the Threatened Species
Conservation Act 1995.

= A plan of management has been prepared for the South Coast populations.
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= Comprehensive Koala Plans of Management have been prepared for Coffs Harbour and
Port Stephens.

= A state-wide community-based survey of koalas was undertaken in 2006.

= The Native Vegetation Act 2003 was enacted, aiming to reduce broad scale vegetation
clearing on rural lands and providing for protection of vegetation on private property.

Australian Capital Territory

2.3.1 Status

In 1996 the status of free-ranging koalas in the Australian Capital Territory was unknown, but
were thought to be low density (ANZECC 1996). This is still the case today, with generally
only transient animals occurring. Even though more than 50% of the territory is protected in
national parks or reserves, very little of the area within the territory containing forest
vegetation is considered to be koala habitat (Murray Evans, Senior Wildlife Ecologist,
ACT Government, personal communication, 19 August 2008).

2.3.2 Issues

The main issue then and now for koalas in the Australian Capital Territory relates to
management of captive populations. A small number of koalas were kept in an enclosure at
Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve, all of which were sterilised, being derived from Kangaroo Island
translocated stock. All of these animals were killed by significant fires in 2003 (one survived
in 'intensive care' until 2008, when she was put down). The koalas at Tidbinbilla are for
public display, and the territory government has sourced another eight sterilised koalas from
Kangaroo Island, to replace the lost animals. These koalas do not play any part in any
conservation programs apart from raising public awareness (Murray Evans, Senior Wildlife
Ecologist, ACT Government, personal communication, 19 August 2008).

2.3.3 Conservation status, legislation and policies

The koala is not listed under the Australian Capital Territory Nature Conservation Act 1980.

Other legislation in place relevant to the conservation of koalas in the Australian Capital
Territory includes:

=  Animal Welfare Act 1992

= Land (Planning and Environment) Act 1991.

234 Significant changes in the state over the last 10 years

There has been no change in the status of koalas within the Australian Capital Territory over
the last 10 years.
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Victoria

24.1 Status

The overview document indicates that koalas were widespread throughout much of lowland
and eastern Victoria, with high population numbers in some areas, however much of the
remaining habitat was fragmented, resulting in isolated populations (ANZECC 1996).
The overview doesn’t mention numbers of animals within the state. Neither does it discuss
as part of the status section that the majority of animals within Victoria are the result of a
long history of translocations (Menkhorst 2008). Victoria’s Koala Management Strategy
(Menkhorst 2004) similarly does not discuss numbers across Victoria, but does indicate that
densities are generally low (less than 1 per hectare), but that in some areas higher densities
can occur.

Numbers of koalas in certain regions of Victoria have played an important role in the ongoing
debate about numbers of koalas nationally. In response to the nomination to list koalas
under the United States Endangered Species Act 1973 (see Section 2.7), Roger Martin
indicated that numbers of koalas in the Strathbogie Ranges were in the order of between
50,000 and 180,000. These numbers have been questioned, however, by the Australian
Koala Foundation and Stephen Phillips (Phillips 2000) and have been used to highlight the
uncertainty regarding koala population numbers.

2.4.2 Issues

Overabundance and translocation of koalas was put forward in the overview document as
the major issue relating to koalas in Victoria (ANZECC 1996). The Victorian translocation
program has a long history, with over 24,600 koalas translocated to over 250 release sites
across Victoria between 1923 and 2006 (Jackson 2007a; Menkhorst 2008). The goal of the
initial program of translocation in Victoria was restocking of habitat that had seen significant
declines in population numbers, as well as addressing overabundance issues in some island
populations (e.g. Quail, French and Phillip Islands). More recently, however, the goal of
translocation has related to addressing the issue of over population in some habitat isolates
where over-browsing has taken place.

Translocation also raises the issue of genetic variability given that many of the koalas in
Victoria come from limited founding stock. This has reduced the overall genetic variability of
koalas in the state and lowers their overall contribution to the national conservation of the
species. An exception to this appears to be the Strzelecki population, which has the highest
level of allelic diversity and heterozygosity in Victoria (Seymour et al. 2001).

Associated with the translocation program is a program of sterilisation. Monitoring of
individuals released through translocation immediately following surgical sterilisation showed
a high rate of mortality (Parks Victoria 2003). More recently a significant research program
into the use of subdermal contraceptives has been undertaken (e.g. Mate et al. 1998;
McLean 2003; Middleton et al. 2003) so as to reduce the impacts on individual animal
welfare.

The loss of habitat in Victoria was considered a major issue at the time of the overview
document, with only 6% of privately-owned lands still containing more than 10% tree cover.
The limited amount of tree cover is still an issue in Victoria, with land clearing continuing
throughout 2001 to 2004 (Cork et al. 2006), although the extent of clearing has been slowed
due to legislation aimed at improving the overall cover of vegetation.
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The bacterium Chlamydia is present in Victoria's koala populations, although its distribution
and impacts are not fully understood (Menkhorst 2004). However, populations on French
Island and at Tower Hill and Framlingham are Chlamydia free (Jackson 2007b).

2.4.3 Conservation status, legislation and policies

The koala is not listed as a threatened species under the Victorian Flora and Fauna
Guarantee Act 1988, but is listed as Other Protected Wildlife under the Wildlife Act 1975.
This Act places responsibility for native fauna in Victoria under the Crown.

Victoria has in place a Koala Management Strategy (Menkhorst 2004), which is intended to
sit beneath the National Koala Conservation Strategy. The management strategy identifies
key issues that influence koala population trends and management in Victoria along with the
objectives to be achieved in order to address each key issue and actions that need to be
undertaken.

At the local level, Ballarat City Council has developed a draft Comprehensive Koala Plan of
Management (Schlagloth et al. 2006a). The purpose of the plan is to provide for the long-
term survival of koala populations through the implementation of actions aimed at
safeguarding the koala within its natural range within the municipal boundaries. Associated
with the plan is an Environmental Significance Overlay that provides the opportunity for
Council to assess developments in terms of their possible impacts on identified
environmental characteristics.

Other Victorian legislation and policies in place with relevance to the conservation and
management of koalas include:

=  Environment Effects Act 1978
= Victoria’s Native Vegetation Management — A Framework for Action
= Catchment and Land Protection Act 1994

= | ocal Government Act 1989.

2.4.4 Significant changes in the state over the last 10 years

Since the release of the Strategy a number of developments have occurred in Victoria that
relate either directly or indirectly to conservation and management of koalas. Significant
changes overall include:

= release of Victoria's Koala Management Strategy

= establishment of the Koala Technical Advisory Committee

= preparation and endorsement of the Ballarat Comprehensive Koala Plan of Management
= an ongoing program of translocation and management

= the introduction of Victoria’s Vegetation Management Framework.

South Australia

25.1 Status

The status of koalas within South Australia was, and is, characterised by introductions and
reintroductions, with the majority of existing populations outside the natural range of the

2116868A/PR_8585_revC Page 11



PB

Review of progress in implementing the 1998 National Koala Conservation Strategy

species. Original stocks of 18 koalas from French Island in Victoria were released onto
Kangaroo Island between 1925 and 1936. Further animals were released onto the island in
the 1950s (Jackson 2007b). During the 1960s, animals from Kangaroo Island were released
onto mainland South Australia both outside their natural range on the Eyre Peninsula as well
as into their former range in the south-east of the state.

By 1994 numbers of koalas on Kangaroo Island were estimated at between 3,000 and
5,000. Concern was raised about the impacts of this density of animals on the island’s
vegetation (St. John 1997), particularly on the manna gums, with significant areas of canopy
defoliation. A control program was implemented in 1997 that included both sterilisation and
translocation off the island to mainland South Australia. Surveys in 2001 estimated
approximately 27,000 animals on Kangaroo lIsland, suggesting that earlier population
estimates were significant underestimates (Masters et al. 2004). It should be noted that past
and current estimates of koala numbers on Kangaroo Island have been questioned by the
Australian Koala Foundation (see Wilks 2007).

The koala population on the island is now estimated at 16,000. Eight thousand animals have
been sterilised over the past 10 years and 4,000 have been relocated to the south-east of
the state.

2.5.2 Issues

The issue for koalas in South Australia was, and is, one of management of numbers.
The introduced populations on Kangaroo Island are largely free of predators and disease,
which has allowed population numbers to increase. This has resulted in issues for the
conservation of habitat and the environment on the island, which is affected by the high
numbers of koalas. These issues have, controversially, caused koalas to be considered a
pest in the majority of South Australia by some researchers (Masters et al. 2004).

The issue of how to manage very high numbers of an iconic species in introduced habitat
remains. After originally recommending culling as an option to reduce numbers of animals on
the island, the Koala Management Task Force revised their recommendations following
significant public and political backlash (see Lunney et al. 2007b; Wilks 2007). Culling is not
supported as a management technique by either the South Australian Government, or by the
National Koala Conservation Strategy.

The introduced population on the mainland in the Mount Lofty Ranges is also increasing.
This area is in the urban fringe and the increase of both koalas and humans in the area has
resulted in increased animal welfare issues relating to dog attack and road injuries.

2.5.3 Conservation status, legislation and policies

The koala was, until recently, listed as Rare under Schedule 9 of the South Australian
National Parks and Wildlife Act 1972. It was removed from the Schedules in February 2008.
The Act does not provide for any significant consequences to flow from such listing other
than penalties relating to taking, keeping or killing of protected species. Wildlife habitat is
protected under the Native Vegetation Act 1991.

Currently there is no state plan of management or strategy relating to management of koalas
in South Australia.
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254 Significant changes in the state over the last 10 years

There have been few changes in South Australia relating to the management of koalas as it
is seen as an ongoing process. The koala has been removed from the Schedules of the
National Parks and Wildlife Act 1972.

Nationally

2.6.1 Status

The status of the koala nationally is a difficult issue that has been the subject of significant
debate and controversy (see Phillips 2000). On the one hand population estimates are
largely made up of information presented above from each of the states, but at the same
time the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) criteria from local regions
cannot be added to determine the overall national status (IUCN 2001). The number of koalas
nationally was the focus of the nomination of the koala for listing under the Environment
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act)(Australian Koala Foundation
2004c) and the subsequent advice of the Threatened Species Scientific Committee to the
Minister to reject the nomination (Threatened Species Scientific Committee 2006). A key
focus of the determination was the extent of habitat loss, and therefore, numbers of koalas
over three generations. Although the Threatened Species Scientific Committee agreed that
there had been significant historical declines of koalas, they concluded that this did not
amount to declines equal to 30% over three generations (Threatened Species Scientific
Committee 2006). While there has been information collected on population change at the
local scale (see state information above), there has been little apparent change in the
information at the national scale since the advice of the Threatened Species Scientific
Committee. The federal Minister of the Environment recently announced that the koala is
included in the Finalised Priority Assessment List for the assessment period commencing 1
October 2008 (Department of the Environment Water Heritage and the Arts 2008). This
means that the status of the koala at the national level will be reassessed.

2.6.2 Conservation status, legislation and policies

The primary piece of legislation relating to environmental protection at the national level is
the EPBC Act. The koala was nominated twice for listing as Threatened under the former
Endangered Species Protection Act 1992 and once under the EPBC Act. The koala is not
listed under the EPBC Act. The assessment of the nomination under the EPBC Act found
that the koala did not meet the requirements for listing as a threatened species (Australian
Koala Foundation 2004c).

The primary focus of the EPBC Act is matters of national environmental significance, which
includes nationally threatened species. Assessment under the Act is triggered when an
action is likely to have a significant impact on a matter of national environmental significance
(Department of the Environment and Heritage 2005). As such, unless a species is listed
under the Act, the Act will not be triggered.

Some protection for koalas under the provisions of the EPBC Act relates to actions occurring
on Commonwealth land (e.g. lands owned by the Department of Defence) or carried out by
Commonwealth agencies. Under the provisions of the Act, actions on Commonwealth land
or carried out by Commonwealth agencies must consider the potential impacts of the action
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on the environment, including any environmentally sensitive features (Department of the
Environment and Heritage 2006).

The Act also lists Key Threatening Processes, which currently includes Land Clearance
(Threatened Species Scientific Committee 2001). Land clearance is considered a major
threat to koalas in some regions. The Act indicates that a threat abatement plan can be
prepared for Key Threatening Processes, but the Threatened Species Scientific Committee
has recommended that a threat abatement plan is not considered a feasible, effective or
efficient way to abate the process of land clearance and that each state and territory should
prepare an individual response (Threatened Species Scientific Committee 2001).

The EPBC Act also controls the export of animals for education or exhibition purposes. The
koala is singled out along with Platypus, Wombats and Tasmanian Devils (along with listed
threatened species) as a species requiring special ‘Ambassador Agreements’ on their care,
transport and disposal, including any progeny.

Although they contain no legislative powers, two national documents consider the koala and
its conservation status. The koala is listed as Lower Risk (Near Threatened) under the
Action Plan for Australian Monotremes and Marsupials (Maxwell et al. 1996). This document
is based on the IUCN red list criteria. The action plan includes the completion and
implementation of the National Koala Conservation Strategy as an action (Maxwell et al.
1996).

The koala was listed as one of six indigenous pest species in the State of the Environment
Indicators for Exotic Environmental Pest Species (Clarke et al. 2000). The reason given for
this listing related to the loss of eucalypts as a result of high population numbers of koalas
and over-browsing in introduced and isolated populations such as Kangaroo Island (Clarke
et al. 2000).

These listings highlight the complexity of koala conservation and management at the
national level. As noted by Krebs, ‘a ... complex situation arises when a desirable native
species like the koala is having detrimental impacts on other native species’ (Krebs 2007).

2.6.3 Significant changes over the last 10 years

Since the release of the Strategy a number of changes have occurred nationally that relate
either directly or indirectly to conservation and management of koalas. These include:

= |ntroduction of the EPBC Act.

= The nomination and subsequent rejection of the nomination to list the koala as
Vulnerable under the EPBC Act.

Internationally

2.7.1 Conservation status, legislation and policies

Until recently, at the international level the koala was listed as Lower Risk/Near Threatened
(LR/nt) by the IUCN (Australasian Marsupial & Monotreme Specialist Group 1996). A taxon
is Lower Risk when it has been evaluated, but does not satisfy the criteria for any of the
categories Critically Endangered, Endangered or Vulnerable. Near Threatened taxa do not
qualify for the category Conservation Dependent, but are close to qualifying for Vulnerable.
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In the 2008 IUCN Red List, the koala has been listed as Least Concern in view of its wide
distribution, presumed large population, and because it is unlikely to be declining at the rate
required to qualify for listing in a threatened category (IUCN 2008).

The 2008 IUCN evaluation lists the threats for the koala as including:

= 1 - Residential & commercial development

= 1.1-Housing & urban areas

= 5 - Biological resource use

= 5.3-Logging & wood harvesting

= 7 - Natural system modifications

= 7.1- Fire & fire suppression

= 7.1.3 - Trend Unknown/Unrecorded

= 8- Invasive & other problematic species & genes

= 8.1 - Invasive non-native/alien species (IUCN 2008).

In 2000, the koala was listed as ‘Threatened’ under the United States Endangered Species
Act 1973 by the United States Fish and Wildlife Service, citing the continued loss and
deterioration of limited habitat as the primary cause for the listing. The Endangered Species
Act 1973 is not restricted to species native to the United States, or those subject to
international trade. The Act considers national boundaries, but makes that consideration
secondary to the concern for the survival of species. Under the Act the US Fish and Wildlife
Service is obliged to make a determination in response to a petition, regardless of the
geographic location or extent of the species (US Fish and Wildlife Service 2000). To date
568 species of animal outside the jurisdiction of the United States have been listed under the
Endangered Species Act 1973, including 46 Australian species. The Act lists a total of
1,238 species of animal. Listing under the Act has little legal standing outside of the
United States apart from restrictions on trade of the species and allowances for the provision
of conservation funds. The listing does, however, place restrictions on the movement of
koalas between zoos within the United States and from the United States to other countries.

2116868A/PR_8585_revC Page 15



Review of progress in implementing the 1998 National Koala Conservation Strategy

PB 2116868A/PR_8585_revC Page 16



3.

3.1

PB

Review of progress in implementing the 1998 National Koala Conservation Strategy

Review methods

Information gathering for the review was based on a combination of interviews, written
submissions and literature review of work published or released since 1998.

Interviews

Interviews were completed with a range of participants, based on an initial list provided by
the Steering Committee for the review. This list was developed further and added to
following discussions and interviews. The aim of the interviews was to cover a broad range
of stakeholders from varied backgrounds.

In total, 56 interviews were completed (refer Table 3-1 and Appendix A). The majority of
interviews were undertaken over the telephone, although some were completed face to face,
either individually or in groups.

Interviews were completed using an interview guide to ensure consistency of interviews.
Questions related to:

= the participant’s area of work relating to koalas and how the Strategy influenced their
work

= the current threats to koalas (including those covered by the Strategy and others)

= the effectiveness of the Strategy in achieving the primary aim of conserving viable
populations in the wild throughout their natural range

= the effectiveness of the Strategy in relation to each of the six objectives
= changes needed to the Strategy
= the level at which the Strategy is pitched.

For each of the six objectives outlined in the Strategy, and for the Strategy as a whole,
interview participants were asked to score the effectiveness of the Strategy on a scale of 1 to
5, with 1 being very ineffective, 5 being very effective and 3 being neutral. The aim of the
scoring was to focus the responses rather than provide extensive numerical data for
analysis. However, the results of these scores are graphically presented in the review so as
to present the overall impression and spread of the responses. Some participants felt that
they could not provide scores for specific objectives because the objectives were not
relevant to their area of work, which has resulted in different total scores for different
objectives. Although participants have different levels of knowledge and experience on the
various factors covered by the Strategy, the responses of all participants have been treated
equally in the presentation of the results.

The scores are presented based on the primary organisation of the participant (grouped as
Government at all levels, University, Wildlife/Conservation Group), although it is recognised
that many participants work across multiple groups (for example both conservation groups
and government contribute towards research). The scores are presented based also on the
primary state in which the participant undertakes work on koalas, although again it is
recognised that some participants work across multiple states. Scores based on states are
not presented for South Australia, since not enough participants from that state provided
scores. The position of those participants is still reflected in the review and summary of the
data.
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Participants were asked if their name could be listed in the review, but it was agreed at the
start that names would not be attributed to specific comments unless they related to data
that couldn’t otherwise be referenced.

Interviewees were provided with a web link to the Strategy and were asked to read the
document prior to the interviews.

Participants were given the opportunity to provide further information outside of the
interviews in the form of written submissions.

Written submissions

Written submissions were invited through an advertisement placed in The Australian
newspaper on 5 July 2008 as well as on the Department of the Environment, Water,
Heritage and the Arts website. The advertisement was further sent out to a range of
stakeholder groups asking for it to be passed on through their networks.

Thirty-eight written submissions were received (refer Table 3-1 and Appendix A).

Table 3-1 Number of interviews and written submissions

Group* _Numb_er of Numb_er .Of written Total participants
interviews submissions
Wildlife carer/hospital 3 10 13
Commonwealth government 1 - 1
State/Territory government 20 - 20
Researcher 20 1 21
Local government 5 3 8
Developer 1 - 1
Conservation group 6 16 22
Other - 8 8
TOTAL 56 38 94

A number of participants can cross a nhumber of categories (e.g. a number of researchers are also associated with
State Government or with conservation groups), but have been listed in terms of their primary association

Literature review

In order to gauge the amount of research and publications related to each of the six
objectives, and koalas in general, a general search of the literature was completed. This is
presented in Appendix B. The overall relevance of each piece of work was determined for
the six objectives (refer Appendix B).
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Quotes and key messages

Selected quotes from interviews and written submissions have been included in the review in
separate text boxes, but are not attributed to participants. If taken from a written submission
then a direct quote is provided. Quotes from interviews are paraphrased. The quotes were
selected to be representative of the general position of the participants relating to a particular
objective or topic.

Key messages are also included in the text relating to each of the objectives and the
Strategy as a whole. These key messages are presented as a summary of the overall
impression presented by the participants, as a means of consolidating the information, and
do not necessarily represent the position of all participants.
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Review of the Strategy

This chapter presents the results of the review. It looks separately at the primary aim of the
Strategy, the effectiveness of implementing the six objectives, as well as the Strategy as a
whole.

The primary aim

The primary aim of the Strategy is to conserve koalas by retaining viable populations in the
wild throughout their natural range. Within the Strategy this aim is arrived at following a
number of points of acknowledgement, recognition and agreement that set the framewaork for
the Strategy.

Only a few points were raised about the primary aim of the Strategy. One participant
stressed that the aim did not reflect the fundamental solution, which was the preservation of
sufficient habitat into the future. This point has been put forward by Clarke et al (2000), who
suggest that the general aim lacks the specificity concerning process and content necessary
for practical implementation. It should be noted however that the first point of agreement in
the Strategy is that conservation of koalas depends on the conservation of their habitat.

Threats for koalas
The Strategy lists the major issues for koalas as:

= habitat loss, fragmentation and degradation
= over-browsing

= natural disasters

= disease

= roads

= predation by dogs.

The Strategy further identifies loss of habitat as the major threat to koalas and the main
factor responsible for declining populations.

Habitat loss is still a major threat for koalas, but many participants put an equal, if not
greater, focus on the fragmentation of habitat as a result of habitat loss. Fragmentation is
seen as a major driver for other issues coming into play, including predation and road Kkill,
and increasing the effects of issues such as disease, natural disasters and over-browsing
(e.g. Hume 1990). The interaction between the various threats is also important. For
example, habitat fragmentation can lead to stress in the animals, which in turn may increase
their susceptibility to diseases such as those caused by Chlamydia spp.. Disease may in
turn make the animals more susceptible to attack from dogs.

A number of new or emerging threats are also important for the koala, including:
= climate change, including changes in food nutritional quality, fire regimes and drought

= emerging infectious diseases, including the koala retrovirus

= |oss of genetic diversity.
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These additional threats are discussed further in Section 5.5.

Objective 1: To conserve koalas in their existing habitat

To be achieved hy:

= |dentification and conservation of habitat important for koala conservation and where
appropriate legal protection of habitat of major significance to koala conservation.

=  Monitoring koala habitat and koalas at a national, regional and local level.
= Integration of koala conservation planning into local government planning processes.

= Development and implementation of incentive-based mechanisms for conservation of
koala habitat on private land.

= |mplementation of strategies which minimise the impacts of dogs on koala populations in
both urban and rural areas.

= Development of appropriate road design in koala habitat.

= Inclusion of threats such as fire, extractive industries, disease and drought in local and
State and Territory strategies.

This objective is a major thrust of the Strategy, dealing with major threats facing extant
populations of koalas.

Overall, the majority (57%) of participants felt that the Strategy had been either very
ineffective or ineffective relating to conserving koalas in their existing habitat (refer
Figure 4-1). This opinion was particularly held by those involved in conservation or wildlife
carer groups, but was not as prevalent among those involved in research or in government
agencies. Comparison across the states showed that the Strategy was generally seen to be
more effective by participants from Victoria and New South Wales than from those from
Queensland (refer Figure 4-1). This pattern may be the result of a greater percentage of
participants from New South Wales and Victoria being from government agencies.

A number of participants put forward the continuing decline in numbers in some regions as
evidence that the Strategy had not been effective in terms of this broad objective.
For example, recent (2005-2006) surveys of koalas in the Koala Coast of Queensland
estimated a population of 4,611 animals (Environmental Protection Agency 2007). Based on
the 1996-1999 survey estimates of 6,246 koalas (Dique et al. 2004), this represents a
decline in abundance of 26% over 7 years. The largest declines in this region were
associated with urban areas (Environmental Protection Agency 2007). More recent surveys
in more localised areas of south-east Queensland suggest even greater declines (GHD
2008). Similar local declines have been recorded in NSW (e.g. lluka - Lunney et al. 2002)
and Victoria (e.g. Ballarat - Schlagloth et al. 2006b).

Some participants acknowledged good on-the-ground works or strategies such as SEPP 44
in New South Wales or Comprehensive Koala Plans of Management, but suggested that
these works either predated the Strategy or else were not the direct result of the Strategy.
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Figure 4-1  Scores on the effectiveness of the Strategy relating to Objective 1

Given the range of issues covered by this broad objective and the seven actions, each
action is in this case considered separately.

Identification and conservation of habitat important for koala conservation and where
appropriate legal protection of habitat of major significance to koala conservation

Identification and subsequent protection of key habitat for a species is vital for effective

conservation.

‘Some progress has been made in
mapping important habitat. Some
degree of protection has occurred,
but it may be too little, too late.
Stronger protective measures are
needed.’

This has not occurred in any sense nationally. Where
mapping has occurred, it appears generally to have
been undertaken across small, local areas and was
not driven by the Strategy. A number of participants
pointed towards the koala habitat mapping completed
by the Australian Koala Foundation (e.g. Australian

Koala Foundation 2008b; Callaghan et al. 2000; Phillips & Callaghan 1996) as evidence of
work completed under this objective. However, while some mapping of habitat has been
completed, this has not necessarily translated into conservation and legal protection of the

mapped habitat.
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The management/conservation/recovery plans of Queensland (Queensland Environmental
Protection Agency 2006), New South Wales (NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service
2003b) and Victoria (Menkhorst 2004) all include mapping of koala habitat and the
translating of this into protective measures and actions. Koala habitat has been mapped in
south-east Queensland (Koala District A) as part of the Nature Conservation (Koala)
Conservation Plan 2006 (Queensland Environmental Protection Agency 2006). The plan
does provide protection to this habitat, although the extent of mapping and the level of
protection has been criticised (GHD 2008). In other areas it appears that in only a few cases,
such as where Comprehensive Koala Plans of Management have been prepared (e.g. Coffs
Harbours, Port Stephens and Ballarat - Lunney et al. 1999; Port Stephens Council 2002;
Schlagloth et al. 2006a) has the mapping been translated into conservation of habitat.

While some progress had been made in achieving this objective and some degree of
protection had occurred, the protection or conservation of habitat had not gone far enough to
halt the overall loss of habitat.

Monitoring koala habitat and koalas at a national, regional and local level

Monitoring of habitat and populations at various spatial scales is important. Much focus has
been placed on changes of habitat at the national scale, since it is at this level that the
determination of listing under the EPBC Act is considered (Australian Koala Foundation
2004c; Threatened Species Scientific Committee 2006). However, monitoring at the local
scale is also important in determining appropriate conservation and management measures
for a population. For example research in Noosa suggests that when the spatial extent of
habitat within a landscape falls below 45%, koalas are less likely to be present, while
research at Port Stephens suggests a similar threshold of 40% (McAlpine et al. 2006b).
Recent research has highlighted regional variation in habitat-occupancy thresholds (Rhodes
et al. 2008) and warned against applying general rules across different landscapes. Also
important is monitoring of the size, shape and arrangement of habitat patches within the
landscape (McAlpine et al. 2006a; McAlpine et al. 2006b). Monitoring of koala habitat has
also been carried out at the state level in order to detect changes as a result of over-
browsing (Menkhorst 2004, 2008).

Most progress in terms of monitoring of habitat and koala populations has been achieved at
the local or regional scale (e.g. Environmental Protection Agency 2007; Masters et al. 2004).
However, there has not been a consistent approach to monitoring habitat or numbers, with a
variety of different methods used. This means that a comparison between areas of survey is
often difficult and the surveys cannot easily be combined to provide information for larger
regions. Once again, the monitoring that has occurred has not been a result of the Strategy,
but rather put in place and driven by individuals or local organisations.

Integration of koala conservation planning into local government planning processes

This objective was seen as one of the most important, in that planning decisions are largely
made at this level and it is at the local level that influence can be brought to bear on private
lands, where the majority of koala habitat occurs. There are some good examples of this
having occurred, particularly with the preparation of Comprehensive Koala Plans of
Management. Such plans have been prepared in a few cases at a shire-wide scale
(e.g. Ballarat, Coffs Harbour and Port Stephens) or at the scale of local development
(e.g. Koala Beach Estate).
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‘As things stand KPoMs are being !N New South Wales the link to local planning
created on an ad hoc basis whereby  processes is found within SEPP 44. The purpose of
each area of potential and core : : : :
emiEn et sl v oo this policy is to encourage the conservat.lon and
piecemeal fashion with no data being ~Management of areas of natural vegetation that
available on the cumulative effect on  provide habitat for koalas, in order to ensure that
2 [0 (e e permanent, free living populations are maintained
over their present range. It requires the assessment
of potential and core koala habitat in conjunction with local Council. Part 3 of SEPP44

relates to preparation of plans of management relating to koalas.

Part 4 of SEPP44 relates to the identification of potential and core koala habitat and giving
consideration to preparing an appropriate development control plan for land that is, or
adjoins, core koala habitat.

Schedule 1 of SEPP 44 lists 106 council areas that the SEPP applies to, yet only two
Comprehensive Koala Plans of Management have been prepared and implemented — Coffs
Harbour and Port Stephens (Lunney et al. 1999; Port Stephens Council 2002). While a few
other plans have been prepared, they remain drafts (e.g. Campbelltown — Callaghan et al.
2003).

A similar pattern is seen in Victoria where the Victorian management strategy indicates that
habitat should be identified and planning controls put in place. However, only one
Comprehensive Koala Plan of Management has been prepared in Victoria (Ballarat).

It is tempting in these cases to see the links between the Strategy and the local plans of
management. While the plans do make reference to the Strategy and follow through with its
actions and objectives, the Strategy was not the driving force behind the development of
these local plans. For example, the Ballarat Plan of Management supports the actions of the
Victorian Management Strategy (see page 12 of the Ballarat Plan) but the plan was
commenced before the Victorian strategy was put in place. This highlights the issue of how
much of the completed work is a direct result of the Strategy and how much would have
happened regardless. In many cases the success stories appear to be driven by individuals
or small groups rather than by the Strategy.

Within Queensland, the Nature Conservation (Koala) Conservation Plan 2006 does integrate
koala habitat protection with local planning schemes, at least in Koala District A, which has
the highest density of koalas and the greatest threats from increasing development. The plan
allows koala habitat to be identified in planning schemes and for local infrastructure to be
designed and located in appropriate areas to minimise impacts to koala habitat. The plan
allows for the Environmental Protection Agency to be a concurrence agency under the
Integrated Planning Act 1997 for development proposed in indentified koala habitat areas.
Development proposals must address koala conservation criteria prior to approval.
The Queensland plan has, however, been criticised in that it allows for a number of
exemptions to occur, including community infrastructure, mineral extraction and ‘committed
developments’ (Bragg 2006) and in that it places the responsibility of extending koala habitat
mapping with local governments (e.g. GHD 2008).

There appears to be no consistent approach to how the Strategy and koala conservation is
integrated with local planning processes and little in the way of follow-through with the plan.
Accepting that each state must conform to local planning acts, the few examples of local
koala plans of management that exist indicate that a relatively consistent approach can be
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developed. Once again the point was made strongly by participants that gains have resulted
from local efforts and have not been the result of the Strategy.

Development and implementation of incentive-based mechanisms for conservation of
koala habitat on private land

Both at the state and national levels, a wide range of programs are available to provide
incentives for land owners to protect biodiversity and vegetation on private lands. These
programs address a variety of objectives, employ a range of methods and are delivered via
different organisations including the Australian Government, state, territory and local
governments, natural resource management regional bodies, industry organisations and
other non-government organisations. Current programs include: funding schemes for
on-ground works, such as Caring for our Country and landcare; voluntary conservation
agreements and public covenants with associated tax benefits; and non-binding agreements
such as Wildlife Refuges or Land for Wildlife that provide extension services. The level of
incentives varies considerably across the different programs.

These schemes can clearly contribute towards conservation of koala habitat. Within
Queensland, as of May 2006, 205 nature refuges protecting 464,365 hectares were
registered with the Environmental Protection Agency across the state, with at least
10 protecting koala habitat (Queensland Environmental Protection Agency 2006). Similarly,
in New South Wales, many Voluntary Conservation Agreements are on sites that support
koalas or potential koala habitat and an agreement has been established at Wedderburn for
the primary purpose of conserving koalas (NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service 2003b).

While certain mechanisms are in place, there appears, however, to be little connection to
Koala habitat per se. and no link to the Strategy.

It is also noted that some current tax incentive schemes relating to the agricultural and
private forestry industries may in fact encourage the clearing of native vegetation, including
at times koala habitat.

Implementation of strategies which minimise the impacts of dogs on koala
populations in both urban and rural areas

Attacks from dogs can cause stress, injury or death to koalas. Dog attacks can occur in both
rural and urban areas, but the impact is likely to be most significant in rapidly expanding
urban areas where there is a high density of dogs. There is a strong relationship between
the density of dogs in an area and the number of koala attacks (de Villiers et al. (in press)).
A summary of koala hospital presentations for the years 1997 to 2007 in south-east
Queensland indicated that 1,277 koalas had been presented at the EPA Koala Hospital,
Moggill, and the Australian Wildlife Hospital, Beerwah, as a result of dog attacks
(Environmental Protection Agency 2008). Nine hundred and seventy-three of these animals
were either dead on arrival or were euthanased on arrival. In an area where the koala
population is declining (Diqgue 2004; Environmental Protection Agency 2007; GHD 2008),
this is a significant number.

A radio-tracking study of koalas in the Port Stephens area indicated that dog attacks
accounted for 43% of recorded mortality (Lunney et al. 2004). Based on these data, a study
using population viability analysis indicated that reducing dog-related mortality could have a
significant impact on both rate of survival of koalas and their population numbers (Lunney et
al. 2007c).
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In most cases, control of dogs at the local level relates to control of dogs in public spaces
supported by education of dog owners (e.g. Port Stephens Council 2002). However, in some
cases there have been attempts to bring control onto private properties. For example, under
Pine Rivers — Local Law 42 — Animal Control, Clause 26(2) states that ‘the keeper of a dog
at premises in a Designated Koala Area shall, on becoming aware there is a koala at large
upon the premises, protect such koala by restraining or confining the dog until the koala has
left the premises’ (Ashworth 1998). In a plan of management for a new residential estate
(Koala Beach Estate) dogs are not allowed into the development (Australian Koala
Foundation 2004b). However, these examples are the exception and policing of such laws
may be difficult, particularly as they relate to private property.

Development of appropriate road design in koala habitat

In a similar manner to dog attacks, koala hospital statistics indicate that vehicle deaths are a
major cause of mortality in koalas. Between 1997 and 2007, 3,767 koalas were presented to
two koala hospitals in south-eastern Queensland as a result of being hit by a vehicle
(Environmental Protection Agency 2008). Of this number 2,350 were dead on arrival and a
further 787 were euthanased on arrival (Environmental Protection Agency 2008). As with
mortality from dog attacks, this number of deaths is significant in a population that is
declining (Dique 2004; Dique et al. 2003b; Environmental Protection Agency 2007; Pyper
2004).

There has been some success in relation to reducing wildlife road mortality, particularly
along state-controlled roads and highways. The provision of fauna fencing, underpasses,
and in some cases overpasses, has proved successful in a number of cases, such as along
the Pacific Highway in New South Wales (Australian Museum Business Services 2001a,
2001b, 2001c, 2001d).

Mortality from vehicle collisions on local roads is still a significant issue that has not been
sufficiently addressed in terms of infrastructure planning and education (see McAlpine et al.
2006b).

Inclusion of threats such as fire, extractive industries, disease and drought in local
and State and Territory strategies

Three of the five states and territories where koalas live have plans or strategies relating to
koalas. However the threats listed in the Strategy are generally not included in specific
management actions within the state strategies — apart from fire in the case of the New
South Wales recovery plan and disease in the Victorian strategy (refer Table 4-1).

Local strategies such as the Ballarat Comprehensive Koala Plan of Management (Schlagloth
et al. 2006a) and Coffs Harbour Comprehensive Koala Plan of Management (Lunney et al.
1999) do include actions related to threats such as fire.
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Table 4-1 Inclusion of threats in state strategies or plans
State’  Fire Extractive Disease Drought
industries
QLD Included as a threat | Included as an Included in the plan  Included as a threat
but with no exemption under as a threat and as but with no
associated actions. | certain part of determining associated actions.
circumstances. the health of
populations.
NSW Actions including Not included. Included as a threat  Included as a threat
related to informing but with no but with no
relevant Bush Fire associated actions.  associated actions.
Management

Committees of
koala habitat and
suitable fire
regimes.

VIC Not included. Not included. Actions relating to Not included.
investigating the
role of disease in
population
processes.

1: Queensland - Nature Conservation (Koala) Conservation Plan 2006 and Management Program 2006-2016
(Queensland Environmental Protection Agency 2006), Victoria - Victoria’s Koala Management Strategy (Menkhorst
2004), New South Wales — draft recovery plan for the koala (NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service 2003b).

Key messages relating to Objective 1

1. Some work has been completed relating to mapping koala habitat but there is not
enough focus on the conservation and protection of this habitat.

2. There are no standard techniques in place to map koala habitat or monitor koala
numbers

3. Some local governments have put in place Comprehensive Koala Plans of Management
and this is seen as a good way of incorporating the goals of the Strategy at the local
level. However, there is no consistent approach to implementing such plans.

4. There is a need to initiate work/planning at the local level directed from above.

5. Some good results from these strategies and from actions such as effective road design
could be more widely implemented.

6. Work that has been completed under this objective has largely not been the result of the
Strategy and would have happened regardless.
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Objective 2: To rehabilitate and restore koala habitat and
populations

To be achieved by:

= Revegetation to re-create and supplement habitat, and/or link areas of habitat with
corridors to facilitate natural dispersal.

=  Complying with the 1987 IUCN Translocation Guidelines for translocations of koalas for
introductions, reintroductions and restocking.

= Provision of extension and advisory services to encourage retention and restoration of
koala habitat and implement management practices on private land which are not
harmful to koalas or koala habitat.

= Integrate koala conservation objectives more effectively into existing Government
revegetation programs.

In many areas of the koala’s natural range, habitat has been lost and fragmented and in
some cases local populations have gone extinct. Revegetation is seen as an important
strategy in order to re-create habitat and in particular link areas of habitat that have in the
past been fragmented. In areas where koalas have become locally extinct or severely
depleted, translocation is an option for restocking.

The majority of participants (64%) felt that the Strategy had been very ineffective or
ineffective in implementing this objective (refer Figure 4-2), despite it being important overall.
The same pattern was evident across the three groups of participants identified, but was
strongest amongst the conservation and wildlife care groups. This pattern was not, however,
consistent across the three states. Participants in Queensland and New South Wales
generally thought that the Strategy had been ineffective with regard to this objective.
Participants in Victoria thought generally that the Strategy had been effective, particularly
with regard to the translocation program (refer Figure 4-2).

_ _ With regard to revegetation, the work that has
‘In our view work which supports b d . I I | d dri b
broadly agreed objectives and priorities €en done IS generally small-scale and driven by
at the local and regional level is more local communities rather than by the Strategy.
likely to contribute to the maximisation Positive examples provided by participants related
of koala management and conservation -
SUEETTES et ek wihie e to specific examples where success had been
uncoordinated or unknown to other local  achieved by local landcare groups. For example
and regional stakeholders. one participant indicated that Lismore Council had
been successful in receiving two grants under the
NSW Environmental Trust program to restore and increase koala habitat in Lismore’s south-
east key habitat area. Revegetation programs can work. For example recent studies by
State Forests in New South Wales indicate that koalas will use eucalypt plantations within
five years of them being established (R. Kavanagh, NSW State Forests, personal
communication, 1 July 2008).
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Figure 4-2  Scores on the effectiveness of the Strategy relating to Objective 2

The revegetation/rehabilitation works completed appear to be ad hoc and generally lack
coordination. There is a general lack of funding for rehabilitation programs and the Strategy
has not led to national initiatives for revegetation, possibly through integration with existing
funding opportunities.

The funding that is available is not targeted specifically towards koala habitat, and there is
little integration of the Strategy with existing funding initiatives. Recent Federal initiatives,
such as Caring for our Country, are a good opportunity for the Federal government to
support initiatives relating to the protection of koala habitat. A priority area of the Caring for
our Country initiative is biodiversity and natural icons, which could presumably include
koalas. There is also potential for carbon trading and sequestration programs to contribute to
koala habitat protection and restoration. What is required is a mechanism to link these
initiatives with the Strategy, and to indentify and prioritise projects relating to the
rehabilitation and restoration of koala habitat.
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Translocation guidelines are included in the Queensland Koala Conservation Plan
(Queensland Environmental Protection Agency 2006), Victoria’'s Koala Management
Strategy (Menkhorst 2004) and the draft New South Wales Koala Recovery Plan (NSW
National Parks and Wildlife Service 2003b). Although these documents do not make
reference to the 1987 IUCN Guidelines for Translocation (IUCN 1987), they do generally
follow the principles.

Victoria has used translocation extensively over a number of years, with over 24,000 koalas
translocated to approximately 250 release sites in the program’s 84 years (Menkhorst 2008).
Translocation in Victoria has, however, moved from being a means of
reintroduction/restocking to a control means for overabundant populations. A similar
program of translocation is being implemented in South Australia.

YUCN guidelines are not Different views were put forward as to the success of the

being followed and we are translocation program, and to what constitutes a measure of
seeing translocation replace success. On the one hand it has been suggested the
habitat protection. This is not translocation program in Victoria has resulted in koalas
appropriate as carrying i _' prog '_ _' ! u ) !

capagcity is unknown and/or being widespread (albeit in fragmented habitat) across
underestimated.’ much of their former range (see Menkhorst 2008). Within

South Australia, the translocation program has partially

contributed towards the reduction of browsing pressure on
the vegetation of Kangaroo Island, although it has contributed to increased pressure in other
areas. At the population level many view the translocation programs as a success.

At the level of the individual animal, some argue that often translocation has been
inappropriate and unsuccessful and that strict guidelines have not been followed. Low
survival rate of translocated animals had, in some cases, been used to argue that
translocations have been mismanaged. For example, a monitoring trial of animals
translocated to Mount Eccles National Park showed mortality rates between 27.3% and
90.9% (61.8% across all groups including both intact and sterilised individuals) (Parks
Victoria 2003). The Australian Koala Foundation has produced ethical standards and
protocols for wild koalas involved in management and research activities (Australian Koala
Foundation 2004a).

The issue of genetics relating to translocation is also important. The founding stock of the
French Island population in Victoria was small, creating a genetic bottleneck. Using this
population to restock mainland Victoria has resulted in reduced genetic variability in this
state (refer Section 5.5.2) compared to other areas. A similar pattern is seen in South
Australia on Kangaroo Island and on the mainland.

There is a need for a national approach to translocation — putting in place standards and
guidelines that take into consideration the conservation and management drivers for
translocation as well as the welfare of individual animals. Development of national strategies
and guidelines form part of the IUCN position statement (IUCN 1987).
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Key messages relating to Objective 2

1.

Revegetation programs tended to be small-scale and directed from a local level. Overall
coordination is needed in this regard.

Available funding opportunities have not been realised with regard to the restoration of
Koala habitat.

Translocation has been extensively used, particularly in Victoria and South Australia,
and success has varied across several components of the program:

a. translocation, particularly in its early stages of use, has been successful in
widening the distribution of the koala

b. partially successful in reducing pressure from over-browsing

c. in a small number of cases translocations have resulted in negative impacts on
the welfare of individual koalas, particularly when combined with surgical
sterilisation..

4. There is a need for national standards for translocation.

Objective 3: To develop a better understanding of the
conservation biology of koalas

To be achieved by:

Rigorous scientific research which is essential to guide effective koala management
practices, including:

» Mapping and assessment of koala populations
» Identification and ranking of koala habitat
» Assessment of koala population dynamics

» Formulation and testing of approaches to re-establishing and/or recovering koala

populations and habitat

» Assessment of the economic and other non-biological values of koalas to local

communities and Australia generally.

Important elements of conservation biology are monitoring and understanding the success of
management actions, so that they can be modified for future use. This objective relates to
the undertaking of sound research into the biology of koalas so that management can be
targeted in the future.

‘We need a more holistic approach.

More than any other, this objective produced a

Currently koala research is driven by split response from participants (refer
independent research groups, and these ; _

efforts need to be better coordinated. The Figure 4-3). It was felt generally that a Iot' of
research efforts have not however been research had been completed on conservation
driven by the Strategy.’ biology of koalas; much of the results of this

work can be seen in Appendix B.
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Figure 4-3  Scores on the effectiveness of the Strategy relating to Objective 3

‘Some progress has been made as there is
an improved knowledge and understanding
of koala biology. However this is not the
result of the Strategy as such, although some
Commonwealth support has come via the
Australian Research Council (ARC). ARC
applications do not make reference to the
Strategy, nor does the Commonwealth give
priority to funding of research that addresses
the Strategy’s objectives.’

Three hundred and fifty papers published or
released since 1998 are listed in Appendix B.
This is not a complete list of all publications
during this time, but it gives a good
representation of the extent of work
completed and their relevance to the Strategy
(refer Appendix B). This extensive body of
work builds upon the extensive work
completed prior to 1998. It is fair to say that
we know a lot about the biology of the koala.

It appears that the work completed and published since 1998 was not a direct result of the

Strategy and that an opportunity has been missed in terms of directing and coordinating

research and in particular setting research priorities.
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Participants picked up on the issue of funding for research and presented a mixed view of
the influence of the Strategy in obtaining research funding. Some researchers indicated that
they have used the Strategy to support their application for research funding, while others
indicated that the Strategy was rarely used in obtaining funding.

Key messages relating to Objective 3

1. A lot of research has been completed on the conservation biology of koalas, however,
an opportunity has been missed in terms of directing and coordinating research effort.

Objective 4: To ensure that the community has access to
factual information about the distribution, conservation and
management of koalas at a national, state and local scale

To be achieved by:

= Development and distribution of educational material to provide accurate information
about the distribution, conservation and management of the koala.

= |nvolvement of the community in koala conservation.

The Strategy is very clear that community participation is important, because much koala
habitat occurs on private land, and acknowledges that the community has a significant role
to play in the conservation of koalas and their habitat.

According to 65% of those interviewed, the Strategy has

‘The community collects . . . . o . S
Y been very ineffective or ineffective in achieving this objective

good information and

wiIIing!y provides it to (refer Figure 4-4). While state governments and
agencies —butthe non-government organisations (e.g. Australian Koala
community is often bullied . o L o

and exploited in this regard.’ Foundation) have played a significant role in dissemination

of information, this is often ad hoc and lacking in general
coordination. Some participants indicated that information that was available was often not
factual — such comments were levelled at both non-government and government
organisations.

T ———— There were differences in the responses provided by
provided to the community, participants in different states, with those in New South Wales
and if so, it is difficult to presenting a more positive picture (refer Figure 4-4).
gffa?zz;:';z#gggjgthe Participants who indicated that the Strategy had been
effective pointed to the access that was provided to scientific
results and literature and the willingness of researchers to publish their data and views.
The conservation debate surrounding koalas in the wider community was seen as a positive
element, although access to information such as the success or otherwise of translocation
programs, was seen as an element largely missing from the available information. Another
missing element was data relating to wildlife care programs, including methods used and the
number of animals cared for. While much of these data are provided to government
agencies, they are not generally made available to the wider community.
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Figure 4-4  Scores on the effectiveness of the Strategy relating to Objective 4

Education of children with regard to koala conservation was seen as an important element of
any conservation program. This is an opportunity to reach not only children, but also the
wider community. The koala could be used as a flagship species, informing the community
of wider biodiversity issues.

Key messages relating to Objective 4

1. Although information is generally available, it is often not in a format that is readily
available to the wider community. There has been little coordination of the information
that is available.

2. While a lot of government data is available, better access to data needs to be given,
which may inform the overall conservation and management debate.

3. Information both from and for wildlife care groups should be made more broadly
available.
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Objective 5: To manage captive, sick or injured koalas and
orphaned wild koalas to ensure consistent and high
standards of care

To be achieved by:
= Development of national guidelines for all aspects of captive care and management.

=  Further develop conditions and agreements under the Wildlife Protection (Regulation of
Imports and Exports) Act 1982 for export of koalas.

A large number of injured or orphaned koalas are brought into care each year. For example,
in south-eastern Queensland 13,678 koalas were taken to two hospitals over a period of
11 years from 1997 (Environmental Protection Agency 2008). Of this number 3,031 animals
were released.

Rehabilitation of injured koalas can be successful: a study comparing the rate of survival of
rescued and rehabilitated koalas with that of uninjured koalas following fire in the Port
Stephens area indicated a similar rate of survival (Lunney et al. 2004).

This objective showed the most positive responses from those interviewed (refer Figure 4-5),
largely related to the good work of individuals. However, there were differences among the
groups represented, with the conservation and wildlife care groups giving lower overall
scores for this objective. There were also overall differences among states, with more
positive responses coming from New South Wales. Overall it appears that the level of care
provided by individuals and groups is good. As with other objectives, however, it appears
that much of the good work carried out relating to the care of koalas is being driven by
individuals or non-government groups rather than by the Strategy.

National guidelines for the care and rehabilitation of koalas have not been developed,
although state-based guidelines pre-dating the Strategy do exist (e.g. Lunney & Matthews
1997). Care of sick or injured koalas is covered under State strategies and plans in
Queensland, Victoria and NSW, but there is inconsistency in how care is delivered within the
plans and in how the plans and care are delivered and monitored. Some participants
indicated a variable level of care around the country.

‘The Strategy is entirely There is a need to have consistent guidelines across the

ineffective. Standards are not country based on the good work that is currently carried
high enough overall, although out by individuals. There is also a need for guidance and
some Institutions are domg a . . .

good job. Injured animals direction on when care should be given as well as how —
require prompt medical particularly in cases where over-browsing may be

attention and this is not being

L occurring or during catastrophes such as fires.

A major concern raised by many participants was the
general lack of support and funding for both wildlife carers and veterinarians who support
them. While many veterinarians provide their time free of charge, medicines are often
charged back to the wildlife carer, which can over a year amount to a considerable sum.
Some patrticipants felt that there was a need for tax relief or the like for veterinarians who
supplied support to wildlife carers.
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Figure 4-5  Scores on the effectiveness of the Strategy relating to Objective 5

Guidelines have been produced on the care of koalas by the Australasian Society of Zoo
Keepers (Jackson et al. 2000). These guidelines include the NSW Exhibited Animals
Protection Act Standards for Exhibiting Koalas in New South Wales and the Queensland
Wildlife Parks Association Code of Practice for Exhibiting Fauna in Queensland (1995).
The Australasian Regional Association of Zoological Parks and Aquaria (ARAZPA) have
also produced a guide relating to koalas in zoos (ARAZPA 1999). The Commonwealth
government has prepared guidelines for the conditions of overseas transfer of koalas
(Department of the Environment and Heritage 2004).

Some participants felt that this overall objective does not have a place in a Strategy
concerned with conservation, given that it is a welfare issue. However, the number of koalas
presented at hospitals in areas where populations are declining suggests that wildlife carers
can, and do, make a significant contribution to the continued survival of these populations.
Directions and a coordinated approach to care will only benefit the koala.
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A final point raised by a number of wildlife carers was that carers should be represented on
any steering committee relating to the Strategy.

Key messages relating to Objective 5

1. There is inconsistency of care and survival across the country. The Strategy has not
influenced the delivery of care.

2. There is a need for national guidelines that cover all aspects of care of injured koalas,
including direction on when care and rehabilitation should and should not be used.

Objective 6: To manage over-browsing to effectively prevent
both koala starvation and ecosystem damage in discrete
patches of habitat

To be achieved by:

= |dentification of potential problems at an early stage through regular assessment of
koala abundance and the extent of crown defoliation of preferred food tree species.

= Development of management programs to regulate koala density to a level below that
which causes severe tree defoliation.

This objective relates to the environmental impact associated with high, and unsustainable,
densities of koalas, particularly on islands or in isolated habitat patches. Over-browsing has
been recognised as an issue in Victoria for a number of years (Menkhorst 2008) and in parts
of South Australia, particularly on Kangaroo Island (Masters et al. 2004; Wilks 2008).

Many of the participants felt that they did not have the knowledge or expertise to comment
on this objective given that it related largely to the issues occurring in South Australia and
Victoria and hence did not provide scores. Scores provided by participants overall were
however evenly spread, with 35% of participants feeling the Strategy had been either
ineffective or very ineffective, 32% indicating the Strategy had been effective or very
effective and 32% presenting a neutral position. (Figure 4-6). Interestingly, while over-
browsing is an issue in areas of both Victoria and South Australia, the major focus of
comment from many participants was the South Australian situation.

Out of the entire review, this objective provided one of the few instances where participants
showed directly a link between the Strategy and actions on the ground. The foreword of the
Strategy indicates that the issue of culling was considered in the development of the
Strategy, but was rejected as a management tool by Ministers at the meeting of Council in
1996. This statement within the Strategy has been used to justify the South Australian
Government position to oppose culling of koalas and is highlighted in the discussion of
culling in the Victorian Koala Management Strategy (Menkhorst 2004).

‘A disproportionate amount of time Participants working on the ground in South Australia

and money has been invested in indicated that there had been progress towards
managing over-browsing. There protecting habitat and identifying numbers on
should be a realistic scrutiny based | f koal ;

S STiETEE e e @ T i Kangaroo Island. Numbers of koalas are fewer
decide the cost effectiveness of on Kangaroo Island than 10 years ago. The
translocations..’ population has gone from an estimated 27,000 in

2001 (Masters et al. 2004) to approximately 16,000.
Eight thousand animals have been sterilised over the past 10 years and 4,000 have been
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relocated to the south-east of South Australia. As a result there has been improvement in the
overall habitat quality on the island, although some put forward the idea that the level of
habitat restoration was not sufficient. While the Strategy was seen as having influenced the
design of the control program, it has had little influence over the last five years in terms of
on-ground delivery other than to stop culling. Some participants indicated that the program
on Kangaroo Island was largely reactive and that the underlying causes of increased
numbers and habitat degradation were not well understood and hence were not being
effectively managed.
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Figure 4-6  Scores on the effectiveness of the Strategy relating to Objective 6

The Victorian Koala Management Strategy (Menkhorst 2004) includes consideration of the
issue of over-browsing and presents key points to be considered when developing a strategy
to control koala over-browsing at a given site. These points include, among others: the early
identification of high population levels and the use of local knowledge to eliminate other
causes of dieback; implementation of a control strategy, including an ecological rationale;
consideration of sterilisation as part of a translocation program; modelling koala populations
as part of the control program; and protecting individual trees. While the program of
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managing over-browsing was seen to be effective in some cases in Victoria (e.g. French
Island), in others it was not (e.g. Raymond Island and Framlingham) (see Menkhorst 2008).
Actions were however seen to be largely locally driven and certainly not driven by the
national Strategy.

A significant program of research into mechanisms of fertility control has been undertaken
and there have been large advances in this field since the Strategy was written. A number of
options are now available or being trialled, including surgical sterilisation, steroid-based
contraception, GnRH agonist contraception and immuno-contraception. The option used
depends on the aims of the control program, funding, the size of the population, and whether
permanent or temporary fertility suppression is required (e.g. Cooper 2004; Duka & Masters
2005; Herbert 2007; Mate et al. 1998; Mcllwee 2003; Middleton et al. 2003). Field trials of
progestin hormone implants conducted in Victoria (Middleton et al. 2003) suggest that non-
surgical methods of fertility control are practical, although still costly (Menkhorst 2008).

Culling is clearly a controversial issue, and one that was dealt with prior to the release of the
Strategy. A number of participants felt that culling should once again be considered for the
Kangaroo Island population, or at least that a debate should be entered into that presented
scientific facts relating to the issue. While the program of sterilisation was thought to have
been successful to some degree, many felt that the numbers on the island had not been
reduced sufficiently as a result of the program and that ongoing environment degradation
was occurring. This was presented not as an issue for the koala, but rather as a broader
environmental issue to be dealt with.

) . Overabundant populations, and their control, have taken
The Strategy is not the sole

driver of this objective. The the required focus away from declining populations in
South Australian management other parts of the country. This has been largely the result
programhas been highly of the politics of the situation rather than being based on
effective in reducing starvation ) i ] i

and reducing ecosystem biology. This point has been raised by Lunney et al
damage.’ (2007b) who suggest that media attention on

over-abundant populations has moved not only the focus
but also funding from declining populations.

The Strategy needs to accommodate, as well as distinguish clearly between, issues
associated with declining populations within the koala’s natural range and issues of
overabundant populations. This is a distinction between conservation of koala populations
and management of koala impacts. Both situations can, and should, be dealt with in the
Strategy, but will have differing goals and means to achieve them. South Australia also
requires a clear management plan for the koala, which should be a public document open to
scrutiny and discussion.

Key messages relating to Objective 6

1. Issues of over-browsing need to be separated from the issue of declining populations
and habitat.

2. A broad strategy needs to be put in place in South Australia for the management of
koalas.
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The overall Strategy

Overall, the Strategy appears to have had little influence and has been ineffective with
regard to the conservation of koalas (refer Figure 4-7). The aim, goals and objectives of the
Strategy were, and still are, relevant and the document is a good overarching framework for
the conservation of koalas. However, the Strategy has failed in its implementation.

Those who viewed the effectiveness of the Strategy more favourably (19% of those
interviewed) tended to be from government agencies. Examples of the success of the
Strategy included the draft recovery plan within New South Wales (NSW National Parks and
Wildlife Service 2003b) and the management plans in Victoria and Queensland (Menkhorst
2004; Queensland Environmental Protection Agency 2006). These success stories arise
from situations where the connection between the Strategy and the outcomes can be clearly
seen by those involved in their implementation. However, where conservation group
members, wildlife carers, researchers and the community are seeing koalas dying and their
habitat being lost, the connection is not clear and the Strategy is viewed as having failed.
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Figure 4-7  Scores on the overall effectiveness of the Strategy
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‘The National Koala Conservation Strategy is still a very relevant and well written document. Sadly
the situation for the koala Australia-wide remains precarious as the objectives of this strategy have
not been adequately implemented.’

‘| consider the NKCS to be an important statement of national concern for koala conservation and an
expression of intent to address koala conservation and management issues.’

‘Although the National Koala Conservation Strategy has indentified the key threats to koalas, and
proposed effective basic conservation strategies, it has failed resoundingly in providing effective
implementation and compliance strategies.’

‘During the 10 years of its existence the national strategy has not achieved its original goals in
providing clear guidance for agencies accountable for koala management and conservation.
Worryingly it is evident that some key personnel in key agencies are not even aware of the national
strategy.’

‘25,000 dead koalas is evidence that the Strategy is not working.’

Issues relating to the overall Strategy include:

= The lack of clear deliverables, responsibilities and performance criteria for the strategy.

= What has been achieved is not necessarily related to the Strategy, and where the
Strategy has played a role, this success has not been communicated.

= The lack of integration with other plans, strategies or legislation.
= The lack of legislative weight for the Strategy.

= The lack of funding for the Strategy.

=  The lack of participation by the Commonwealth.

= The need to better direct how the Strategy can and should be implemented at state and
local levels.

The major issue relates to the lack of implementation of the Strategy as a whole, largely due
to a lack of coordination and funding.

Key messages relating to the overall Strategy

1. Although the Strategy contains good information and presents a good overarching
framework, it has been ineffective because of the way that it has been implemented.

2. There is a need for strong coordination of the implementation of the Strategy.

3. Successes of the Strategy need to be clearly and widely publicised.
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Future directions

This section looks at changes to the Strategy and its surrounding context that could be
implemented in the future, as suggested by participants. It further looks at issues that were
not addressed in the current Strategy.

Implementation of the Strategy

‘The general view is that the The active |.mp.le':mentat|.on of the Strategy is probably
Strategy is well written and the most significant thing that can be changed to
provides a sound framework for improve its effectiveness. While the Strategy can be
the management of koalas across the first st f th
Australia, Sadly the seen as the first stage of the process or as an
implementation of the Strategy has ~ overarching framework, it needs to be supported by
not occurred due mainly to the lack  action plans that can be followed and monitored.
of robust complementary - L .
Commonwealth and state-level The Strategy indicates that it will need to be integrated
legislation to ensure objectives are with other conservation and management actions, but
achieved. this clearly has not taken place, apart from in some
specific instances. It will be necessary to clearly identify
the other strategies and plans that the Strategy can integrate with. Integration should occur
across all levels of government and include existing government frameworks, such as the
Native Vegetation Framework, the National Biodiversity Strategy and any actions taken on
climate change (see below). It is important that the Strategy integrates with overall

biodiversity conservation.

Many participants considered the Commonwealth to be the most appropriate driver of the
Strategy (possibly because of their role in the review) rather than being an equal partner in
the Strategy along with the states. While it is clear in the Strategy that the states are largely
responsible for its implementation, there are a number of objectives and tasks that could fall
to the Commonwealth, not least being a guiding/directing role.

‘We are looking for The Strategy needs to be associated with a strong

Government to clearly committee or secretariat that drives its implementation and
articulate a resourced that has the authority to do so (see legislation section
framework of partnerships and bel Th . hould be ch d with .

processes that will maximise elow). The committee should be charged with ensuring
koala conservation outcomes that the Strategy is better understood by all stakeholders,
by ensuring appropriate co- that action plans are developed and that monitoring takes
ordination and guidance at the . .

national, station, regional and place. The Strategy should also be driven to the various
local levels.’ implementation levels though education. Targets are

needed within the associated plan so that the success of
the Strategy can be better monitored in the future. Timeframes need to be associated with
the plans and Strategy.

The Strategy should remain a flexible document, which can account for the regional
differences in both the conservation and management of koalas.
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Review of the Strategy

The Strategy indicates that a review would occur after five years, yet the current review has
occurred after 10 years. In order for the success or otherwise of the Strategy to be assessed
there must be clear objectives, actions and targets assigned to specific bodies or agencies.
Review of the Strategy and any associated plans should be regular and frequent.

Funding the Strategy

_ L _ The Strategy identifies that while there are
‘Without a significantly increased level of . .
support and promotion, and without clear ~ already resources directed towards koala issues,
policy statements and guidelines, | am  additional resources may be necessary to
confident that the NKCS will fail to provide 5 jement the Strategy. It notes further that there
an effective framework for conservation . ) o
action at local, regional and national  Will be a need to ensure that attention is given to
scales.’ the most effective use of resources. This is

. . clearly still the case and the future development
The Strategy needs to be integrated info ot {he Strategy will need to clearly articulate
existing Commonwealth programs such ) o ) ]
as Caring for our Country’ funding sources and priorities for implementation.

_ _ Future funding must be distributed in a manner
Federal funding for infrastructure, such . iq yransparent, with justification as to the
as roads, could be tied to provisions for

wildlife mitigation such as overhead Mmerits of the funding relative to the Strategy.

crossings, and also for vegetation offset

purchases.’ An assessment of the economics of tourism

related to koalas indicated that the species

contributes over $1.1 billion per year through its
iconic role in attracting international tourists to Australia (Hundloe & Hamilton 1997). Some
of these funds could be directed towards koala conservation. The Australian Koala
Foundation has further suggested the use of EcolLabels and a means of directing funds
toward conservation. This warrants further consideration by the committee.

5.3.1 Tax incentives

On the ground funding for implementation of the Strategy, in particular the retention of koala
habitat, may come from implementation of tax incentives. The National Framework for the
Management of Australia’s Vegetation indicates that tax incentives, and discounts on
property rates, via differential rating, are most effectively used to market incentives to a wide
range of landholders. Further, that tax incentives that allow donations of property,
conservation covenants and money to organisations involved in the conservation of native
vegetation have the potential to significantly increase private investment in the conservation
and rehabilitation of native vegetation (Natural Resource Management Ministerial Council
2001).

As noted in Section 4.3, there are a number of incentive-based mechanisms currently
available at both state and federal levels. However, there needs to be better recognition of
these mechanisms within the Strategy and a mechanism by which incentives can be tied to
koala conservation.

The Strategy may also consider the negative role that some current tax incentives may play
in supporting land clearing, including known and potential koala habitat.
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Legislative changes

Many participants felt that legislative change was needed at the Federal level in order to
provide weight and credibility to the Strategy and allow the Commonwealth to effectively
drive the Strategy. As noted by Clarke et al. (2000), while the Strategy conveys an
authoritative message, it lacks the power to control koala policy.

The majority of suggestions relating to legislative change focussed on the EPBC Act, with a
number of different approaches.

Some put forward the view the koala should be listed as Vulnerable under the Act. Under the
EPBC Act a species can be listed as Vulnerable if it meets one of the following criteria:

1. It has undergone, is suspected to have undergone or is likely to undergo in the
immediate future a substantial reduction in numbers.

2. Its geographic distribution is precarious for the survival of the species and is limited.
3. The estimated total number of mature individuals is limited and either of (a) or (b) is true:

(a) evidence suggests that the number will continue to decline at a substantial rate,
or

(b) the number is likely to continue to decline and its geographic distribution is
precarious for its survival.

4. The estimated total number of mature individuals is low.

5. The probability of extinction in the wild is at least 10% in the medium-term future
(Threatened Species Scientific Committee (TSSC) 2008).

A nomination to list the koala as Vulnerable under the Act was put forward in 2004
(Australian Koala Foundation 2004c), based largely on Criterion 1 and using Population
Viability Analysis of local populations to address Criterion 5. Despite declines in some local
populations, the koala was found not to be eligible for listing as a nationally threatened
species based on the available data (Threatened Species Scientific Committee 2006).
The Threatened Species Scientific Committee indicated that the species had not undergone,
and is unlikely to undergo, a substantial reduction in numbers across its national or natural
range, equivalent to 30% or more of the total population over three generations. As such the
species was not eligible for listing under Criterion 1 (Threatened Species Scientific
Committee 2006). The Committee further indicated that modelling of population declines in
local areas cannot be extrapolated to determine the probability of extinction across the
koala’s national or natural range (Criterion 5).

Listing of the koala as Vulnerable under the EPBC Act would mean that actions likely to
have a significant impact on the species would require approval from the Commonwealth
Minister for the Environment. In reality this means that the action would need to have an
impact on an important population of the species, defined as a population that is necessary
for a species’ long-term survival and recovery. This may include populations identified as
such in recovery plans, and/or that are:

= key source populations either for breeding or dispersal
= populations that are necessary for maintaining genetic diversity, and/or

= populations that are near the limit of the species range (Department of the Environment
and Heritage 2005).
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The federal Minister of the Environment recently announced that the koala is included in the
Finalised Priority Assessment List for the assessment period commencing 1 October 2008
(Department of the Environment Water Heritage and the Arts 2008). This means that the
status of the koala at the national level will be reassessed. Any listing of the koala at the
national level will need to take into consideration and balance the conservation and
management requirements of declining populations with the management requirements
dealing with koala impacts.

Other suggestions relating to the EPBC Act included:

1.

Changing how the criteria for listing are applied and in particular using greater flexibility
in their application. The criteria used currently are based broadly on the IUCN Red List
Categories and Criteria Version 3.1 2001. The Threatened Species Scientific Committee
is not strictly bound by these criteria, but has regard to them when making judgements
about species in terms of their biological contexts, and on a case by case basis
(Threatened Species Scientific Committee (TSSC) 2008). While there is general
agreement about historical population declines, the current view presented by the
Scientific Committee relates to the change in population over the three generations and
the extrapolation of declines in local populations to the national scale. While population
declines over three generations (18 years) have been identified in a number of local
populations (e.g. Mt Macedon, Tucki, and Barrenjoey, see Phillips 2000), these data
cannot be extrapolated to a national level (IUCN 2001).

Adding a new Matter of National Environmental Significance that can account for the
iconic status of the koala or the economic significance of the species.

Listing of the koala in separate regions (e.g. south-eastern Queensland). The option to
list populations of species is open to the Minister and this has been done for the Grey
Nurse Shark (east and west coast populations) and the Spot-tailed Quoll (SE mainland
and Tasmanian populations). However, difficulty may arise with the koala in defining
separate populations. Population level listings are generally only pursued where there
are clearly distinct genetic differences (see below). The Threatened Species Scientific
Committee considered this issue in its 2006 listing assessment and the Minister
accepted its recommendation that a population level listing was not appropriate for the
koala (Threatened Species Scientific Committee 2006).

Using the provisions of the Act relating to Key Threatening Processes. Land Clearance
is already listed as a Key Threatening Process under the Act. However the listing advice
for this process indicated that a threat abatement plan was not appropriate in this case
and that any abatement of broad scale clearing must be addressed by the states
(Threatened Species Scientific Committee 2001).

Defining and listing critical habitat for the koala under the Act. This would be a major
change to the types of listing of critical habitat and would have broad-scale implications
for any future use of the land designated as critical habitat. Critical habitat in itself is not
listed as a Matter of National Environmental Significance and currently there is no trigger
for environmental assessment of impacts on critical habitat, apart from through
consideration of impacts on the threatened species that occupy this habitat.
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6. The use of the Minister's powers to develop a Wildlife Conservation Plan under Section
285 of the EPBC Act. While the provisions are in place for plans to be prepared for
conservation dependent species (although not species listed as Threatened), there is
little authority associated with these plans apart from directing Commonwealth agencies
to take all reasonable steps to act in accordance with a wildlife conservation plan
(section 286).

The Australian Koala Foundation has suggested that instead of modifying the EPBC Act a
National Koala Act should be put in place (Guglielmi 2007). The Australian Koala Foundation
suggest that this new Act would bypass discussion regarding the need for koalas to be listed
as Threatened at a national level and would incorporate planning powers and tax incentives
at the federal level relating to protection of koala habitat. A key element of this proposed
legislation would be the creation of a koala secretariat, which would be the only authority
with the powers to manage koala habitat and regulate its use (Guglielmi 2007). It is
suggested the Act and the secretariat would provide many of the provisions outlined in the
National Koala Conservation Strategy, including identification and mapping of habitat;
prioritisation of areas for habitat restoration; prioritisation of research activities; and
incorporating local planning provisions. Developments in areas of koala habitat would
require assessment and approval under the Act (Guglielmi 2007).

Whether or not conservation needs to be driven by legislation from the top (i.e. at national
level), or if it can be guided simply by a framework with legislation and policies implemented
at a more local level has been looked at in an assessment of the koala conservation policy
process (Clark et al. 2000). The bottom up approach is largely the direction that the Strategy
has taken, with the idea that a well-crafted Strategy can support needed change at the
operation levels.

Related to the change at the local level, a humber of participants mentioned the need for
changes to planning laws and implementation by local governments, or at least strong
guidance in implementing existing laws. Many participants, particularly in New South Wales,
mentioned SEPP 44 and how this was an appropriate means to incorporate koala population
and habitat conservation into local planning decisions. This was however seen as an
element that had not been well implemented and that was in need of revision.

Recently a number of researchers have developed a planning guide for local governments
related to local conservation (McAlpine et al. 2006b).

Research and new and emerging threats

‘There is a growing need to identify and promote Wh'l? there has been a l_Ot of research
koala research priorities to ensure that available ~ relating to koalas and their conservation

resources are directed to areas of greatest need and management, it will be necessary to

and contribution to conservation planning and . .
management of koala populations in the wild.’ better coordinate this work and the
priorities for funding.

Associated with this, information needs to be collected in a central location — with
community access provided.

As part of this review a number of new and emerging issues have been brought up that were
not covered to a great extent in the Strategy, either because at the time it was not
considered a significant issue or because the issue itself was not understood or known.
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5.5.1 Climate change

Climate change is happening (Garnaut 2008) and will need to be dealt with in any future
Strategy. The impacts of climate change are likely to be wide-ranging and may include:

= changes in the chemical composition of the koala’s food, with increased carbon dioxide
affecting the nutritional balance of eucalypt leaves (Australian Academy of Science
2008)

= changes in the composition of plant communities, including the possible presence of
koala food trees

= increased frequency and intensity of drought
= increased frequency and intensity of wildfire.

The overall impacts of such changes on the population of koala are not known, but the
above changes may result in increased stress for the animals, and therefore, disease, and
may also place the animals at more risk of harassment by dogs or injury from vehicles as
they move across the landscape in search of food.

Changes as a result of climate change are likely to place a greater reliance on conservation
on private lands as koala habitat is not well represented in current conservation reserves.

5.5.2 Genetics of the koala across its range

Genetics of koalas across their range is important for two reasons. As a result of past
patterns of management and translocation, koalas in the south of their range (Victoria and
South Australia) have low genetic variability. This has not only resulted in the appearance of
some genetic disorders such as testicular aplasia (Seymour et al. 2001), but also raises
issues relating to future translocations and the overall conservation of the species. There is
a need for study of the genetics of koalas Australia-wide with the aim of establishing genetic
management units across the current koala distribution. This may allow better identification
of priority areas for conservation. It may also be used as part of current or future
translocation programs aimed at addressing the reduction in genetic variability seen in some
introduced populations.

Secondly, the question of the genetics of koalas across their range relates to their listing as
distinct units under the EPBC Act. Studies have suggested a degree of genetic variation
within the koala population from north to south, with distinct variation in the south-east
Queensland population (e.g. Sherwin et al. 2000). However this has been taken as possibly
simply the result of selection within a broader genetic cline (e.g. Martin et al. 2008).

5.5.3 New diseases — koala retrovirus

New and emerging diseases require further investigation, in particular diseases such as the
koala retrovirus (Hanger 1999). The koala retrovirus has been associated with a range of
diseases in koalas including lymphoma and other neoplastic diseases, and may further be
immunosuppressive, thereby contributing to chlamydial infections (Tarlinton et al. 2006).
While population level impacts are not known at this stage, it is likely to be having an impact
on the koala population in a number of direct as well as indirect ways (P. Young, University
of Queensland, personal communication, October 2008). The retrovirus is still undergoing
insertion into the koala genome (Tarlinton et al. 2006). The koala retrovirus is present, at
variable copy numbers, in the germline of all koalas in Queensland, However animals from
some areas of southern Australia (e.g. Kangaroo Island) lack the provirus (Stoye 2006;
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Tarlinton et al. 2006). This suggests an ongoing process of infection and endogenisation
spreading from a focal area in the northern half of the koala’s range, that possibly started
within the last 100 to 200 years (Stoye 2006).

The low genetic variation found in koalas throughout much of their range may make them
less able to deal with new diseases as they appear. The recent appearance of Devil Facial
Tumour Disease is a prime example of how quickly a new disease can move though a
population, with devastating effect. It will be important to identify and deal with such diseases
early, since the costs associated with disease management can be high.
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Conclusions

Enslaved in their ever shrinking environment, the slow-breeding creatures are no match for
the hazards of settlement, with its clearing, bush-fires, introduced foes, and disease —
(Troughton 1946).

The above quote sounds very familiar and can be applied equally sixty-two years later. In
1998 concern for the koala’'s numbers, welfare and conservation resulted in the National
Koala Conservation Strategy.

Since the release of the Strategy a number of significant changes have taken place
including: preparation of management and conservation plans in three states, across the
koala’s natural range; incorporation of koala conservation at the local planning level in some
locations; inclusion of koala protection measures in some road designs; a significant
program of research focussing on their biology; and implementation of a management
program to address overpopulation in some unnatural and isolated populations. Despite all
of this work and effort, koala populations are still declining and many koalas are dying from
disease, traffic injuries and dog attacks.

The majority of those providing information for this review felt that the Strategy has been
ineffective both overall and with regard to the six objectives. Those of the opinion that the
Strategy is effective were generally from government agencies, who could clearly see
the connection between the Strategy and state plans and actions. However the link between
the Strategy and on ground works was not clearly made in the mind of members of
conservation groups and wildlife carers. Comparing across the states, a greater percentage
of participants in Queensland thought the Strategy ineffective, compared to participants from
New South Wales and Victoria.

In general it was felt that the Strategy has not been effective in maintaining viable
populations of koalas across their natural range. While considerable work has been
completed relating to the conservation biology of koalas, generally:

= jt has not been enough — koalas are still declining in many areas

= it has not been coordinated

= |ittle is directly related to the Strategy.

That is not to say that the Strategy cannot work in the future, but the key element will be its
active and effective implementation and promotion. The Strategy remains a good framework
for the conservation and management of koalas, but will require recognition, promotion,
funding and leadership to ensure that the objectives are met. This may be achieved by:

= developing and implementing clear action plans relating to the Strategy

= integrating the Strategy with other government programs, such as those aimed at
providing funding or incentives for protection and rehabilitation of habitat

= providing suitable funding for the implementation of the Strategy
= regularly monitoring the implementation of the Strategy against clear targets

= distinguishing within the Strategy the inherent differences between conservation and
management of declining populations and their habitat and management of impacts from
abundant populations outside the natural range
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= astrong group taking leadership with regard to the implementation of the Strategy
= undertaking education and promotion of the Strategy, its actions and its successes.

The koala is a unique and iconic species that is recognised the world over. It contributes
significantly to the Australian economy through tourism, and is an important flagship species
for the conservation of the Australian ‘bush’ and it biodiversity. But it is a species that is
subject to a number of significant ongoing threats and management issues. These threats
were recognised in 1946 (see above) and continued to be recognised 10 years ago with the
release of the Strategy. These threats and issues continue today and with new issues such
as climate change appearing we need to refocus our efforts with regard to the conservation
and management of the koala. The National Koala Conservation Strategy is a framework for
the conservation and management of this species, but significant changes need to be made
to its future implementation if we are to see it as an effective strategy.
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Participants — Interviewees and
written submissions



Names and contact details not publicly available due to privacy requirements.



Table A-1: Interviews completed

Name - Association

Notes: 1 — interviewed in groups, 2 - interviewed via email, 3- provided information via email

Table A-2: Written submissions received

Name Role Association
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Objectives of the National Koala Conservation Strategy 1998

Objective 1: To conserve koalas in their existing habitat
Objective 2: To rehabilitate and restore koala habitat and populations
Objective 3: To develop a better understanding of the conservation biology of koalas

Objective 4: To ensure that the community has access to factual information about the distribution, conservation and management of koalas at a national, State and local

level
Objective 5: To manage sick or injured koalas and orphaned wild koalas to ensure consistent and high standards of care

Objective 6: To manage over—browsing to effectively prevent both koala starvation and ecosystem damage in discrete patches of habitat
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