A 1986-1987 survey of the koala ‘
Phascolarctos cinereus (Goldfuss) in New South Wales
and an ecological interpretation of its distribution
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A survey in 198687 of the distribution of koalas in New South Wates showed that they mainly occurred on the north
coast, although they have an extensive but fragmented distribution west of the Great Divide and in the southern half of
the State. Koalas were uncommon at the majority of localities. Healthy koalas were reported in 91.8% of their range and
the conclusion was drawn that disease is not the primary determinant of the distribution of the koala in New South Wales.
Koalas occurred mainly on rural lands rather than within gither the National Parks and Wildlife Service or Forestry Com-
mission estates. Historical records show that the koala distribution was more extensive and less fragmented prior to the
first survey in 1949. The distribution of the koala is closely linked to tree species restricted to high nutrient soils, such as
those of river valleys which have been extensively cleared for agriculture. Since koalas are now primarily found on farmland,
long-term management plans need to include the protection of their habitat on rural land through co-operation with the

rural community.
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INTRODUCTION

In 1984 there was little information available
to predict the long-term security of the koala in
New South Wales. The national status of the
koala was raised as a public issue through a pro-
gramme broadcast by the Australian Broad-
casting Gorporation (“A Big Country”, Series
28, Programme 4, October 1984). This pro-
gramuine, and subsequent public debate, centred
on the health of the koala and particularly the
problems caused by Chlamydia psittact (e.g.,
-Brown and Carrick 1985; Strahan 1985). The
most recent survey data, which were nine years
old, were largely concerned with distribution
within the National Parks and Wildlife Service
and Forestry Commission Estates, and had been
collected at a time when the koala's health was
not an issue (Gall 1978; Gall and Rohan-Jones
1978).

The bacterium Chlamydia psittac was first
isclated as the causative agent of kerato-
conjunctivitus (“pink eye”} in koalas from New
South Wales (Cockram and Jackson 1974). How-
ever, only limited information, primarily from
Lismore and Port Macquarie on the north coast
of New South Wales, was available on the
incidence of this and other diseases in wild koala
populations (Cockram 1978; Cockram and
Jackson 1976, 1981). Indeed, prior to the 1986—
87 survey reported here, the national view of
koalas was largely based on information from
Victoria™ (Martin 1981, 1985a—; Strahan and
Martin 1982; Obendorf 1983; McColl & al.
1984) and Queensland (Brown ef al 1984,

Brown and Grice 1984; Brown and Carrick
1985).

The present study, undertaken to redress the
imbalance, aimed to:

1. Describe the distribution, relative abund-
ance, health, habitat, tree species selection
and the tenure of the land on which koalas
occur in New South Wales.

2. Compare the current survey with surveys
between 1949 and 1985.

3. Describe the environmental factors
associated with the distribution of the koala.

4. Propose guidelines for a management plan
for the koala in New South Wales.

SURVEYS OF THE DISTRIBUTION OF
THE KOALA

Survey methods

The methods used to determine koala
distribution are described separately for each
survey.

1949 Survéy

Letters asking for reports of koalas were
distributed to 46 land inspectors, 277 field
officers of the Department of Agriculture,
373 Forestry Commsission officers and 57
Pastures Protection Boards. Police stations
were circularized by the Commissioner of
Police, school teachers were notified through
the Education Gazette and a media campaign

'National Parks and Wildlife Service {(NSW), P.O. Box 1867, Hurstville, New South Wales, Australia 2220.
Division of Wildlife and Ecology, CSIRQ, P.O. Box 84, Lyneham, A.G.T., Australia 2602,
Pages 55~74 in BIOLOGY OF THE KOALA, ed by A, K, Lee, K. A. Handasyde and G. D. Sanson. Surrey Bealty & Sons, Sydney, 1990.
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White mahogany
(E. acmenoides)
‘White siringybark
(E. globoidea)
Flooded gum

{E. grandir)

Spotied gum
«.pwoashzﬂwny
Tallowwsod

{E. microcorys)
Blackbun

{E. pililaris)
Small-fruited grey gum
{E. profingua)

Grey gum

{E. W:mwsi
White-wpped box

{E. quadrangulela)
Swamp mahogan

V% vota) oY
Sydney blue gum

am. Bﬁ_mna& E
Silvertop ash

(E.. sizberi)

Forest red gum

(E. tereticornis)

Black wattle

(Acacia mearnsii)
Blackwood

{Acazia melanaxylon)
Farest cak
(Alocesuarina torufosa)
Brush box
(Lophastrmon conferius)
Wattle-leafed peppermint
(E. Eﬁ_..wssaw PPe
New England Blackburtt
(E. andrewsi)

Dichard stringybark
{E. cameronit}

Silvertop stringybark
(E. Fa%w.__xn& 5
Narrow-leaved black peppeemint
(E. nicholii)

Snow gum

(E. ?.m«.:ﬁo«&
Narrow-leaved peppermint
(E. radiata) peepe
Seribbly gum

{E. _.Enmuw:

Black sallee

{E. stellulata)

Manna gum

{E. vimirialis)

White box

(E. athens)

Blakely's red gum

(E. iyi)

No. Species per district
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74 BIOLOGY OF THE KOALA

APPENDIX 1

1949 NEW SOUTH WALES KOALA SURVEY
BY THE FAUNA PROTECTION PANEL

Only one copy of this report has been located and is held
by V. Serventy (Wild Life Preservation Society of Australia).
It was referred to in the report of the Fauna Protection
Panel to the Parliament of New South Wales for the year
ended June 30, 1950 (Anon. 1951) and is quoted in full
below, with the kind permission of Vincent Serventy.

‘Koala Survey

In October, 1949, the Panel decided to conduct a state-
wide survey with the object of ascertaining the approximate
koala population and distribution. As far as is known such a
survey had never been made previously and estimates made
during the past 20 years of the number of koalas in New
South Wales ranged from 100 wo 5 000.

Method

Press: The campaign began with a statement issued by the
Chief Secretary. TFollowing this, publicity was obtained
whenever possible in the metropolitan press, periodicals and
country newspapers.

Radio: Publicity for the campaign was given by the ABC
News Service, in the Nature Speaks Session through 2GB,
by Mr Kinghorn in his talks to schoolchildren and by Mr
Colefax in the ABC Argonauts Session.

Official: All police stations were circularized by the Com-
missioner of Police who asked for reports of colonies of
koalas.

Schoolteachers were notified of the survey by notice in the
Education Gazette.

Circulars were sent to 46 Land Inspectors, 277 Field
Officers of the Department of Agriculture, 373 Forestry
Officers and 57 Pastures Protection Boards.

Response

One hundred and nine reports of the location of koala
colonies were received from the following sources:

Press reports 6
Nature Speaks Session 20
Argonauts Session 8
Mr Kinghorn's talks 16
Lands Department Officers 3
Police 1
Schools 3
Agriculture Department Officers 20
Forestry Officers 22
Origin unknown _16

Total 109

In addition to the above replies which actually reported
the whereabouts of koalas, a number of letters were received
containing information of assistance in determining the pre-
vious distribution of the koala and the possible reasons for
its decline.

Distribution

The accompanying map (now redrawn as Fig. 2a) shows
the present distribution of the koala as indicated by the survey,

It can be seen that the koala is fairly well distributed along
the North Coast and Tablelands from Newcastle o the
Queensland border. Around Sydney there are a number of
colonies, the most numerous being on the Barrenjoey
Peninsula. There are also a few colonies on the South Coast
and Tablelands and one apparently isolated colony in the
Snowy River area.

The greatest density occurs on the far North Coast as

there are reports from 26 localities north of the Clarence
River,

Population

While the survey may have established fairly reliably the
distribution of the koala it has not resulted in the acquisition
of any accurate information as to the number of koalas in
the State. This was to be expected as the koala is a forest
dweller and a nocturnal animal, seldom seen during the day-

time and difficult to locate by anyone unfamiliar with its
habits.

Most of the reports merely stated that koalas were present
in a certain locality and made no attempt to estimate the
number, In some cases, however, colonies of considerable
size were reported. The Stock Inspector at Lismore reported
a colony of 50 at Bingel Creek, near Wardell, while the Dis-
trict Forester at Casino thinks there may be up to 40 in the
Urballa State Forest, near Alstonville,

A letter from a resident of Nowendoc, near the head-
waters of the tributaries of the Manning River, reported that
there were probably 1 000 koalas within a radius of 10 miles
of the village. However, a Forestry Officer estimated that
the number in the same area was 15.

Summarizing the reports received, all that can be said is
that there appear to be some thousands of koalas at present
in the State.

Previous Distribution

Reports received during the survey have not given a great
deal of information about the one-time distribution of the
koala but do indicate that it was more widely distributed
than it is today.

It would appear that koalas lived farther west than they
are found now and were probably widely distributed east of
a line drawn from Mungindi through Coonamble, Parkes
and Cootamundra to Albury.

Further Enquiries

Although the survey has resulted in the acquisition of a
good deal of useful informaton, it would be desirable to
carry out a good deal of field work to supplement this,

For instance, we need to learn the varieties of eucalyptus
trees used as food in each area and what variations there are
in this respect.

If it is hoped to restore the koala to areas where it once
lived, thorough inspection of those areas would be necessary
to ascertain whether conditions are now suitable.’




