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Threats to koala (Phascolarctos cinereus) populations

As with much of Australia’s biodiversity, the koala population has continuously declined since European

settlement (Ashman et al. 2019). Reasons for this decline are varied (Ashman et al. 2019, Reckless et al.

2018), but generally fall under one of four threatening processes that interact:

● Habitat loss

● Urbanisation

● Disease

● Climate change

Loss of suitable habitat is considered the biggest contributor to the current precarious situation of northern

koala populations (Queensland, New South Wales and Australian Capital Territory). Clearing of suitable

habitat often occurs due to encroaching urbanisation, or to facilitate development projects e.g. mining and

oil operations (McAlpine et al. 2015).

Benefits associated with the proposed amendments

1. Protection of ecological communities encompassing suitable koala habitat helps to address habitat

loss, one of the four main threatening processes for koalas.

2. Protection of ecological communities that are suitable koala habitat could benefit other species. A

wide distribution of tree species is listed as koala habitat under section 527F Definitions relating to

koalas in the proposed amendment bill. These tree species can also provide suitable habitat for

other threatened species.  For example, koalas use Eucalyptus globulus and Eucalyptus ovata trees

for resting, feeding and social interactions (Marsh et al. 2013). The endangered swift parrot

(Lathamus discolor) relies upon these two tree species for breeding in Tasmania prior to migrating

to the southern mainland for nesting and foraging in the same species (Webb et al. 2012). In this

case, protection of this koala habitat could benefit another threatened species.

Risks associated with the proposed amendments

3. Perverse outcomes may arise from singling out the koala (or any individual species) for protection

under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation (EPBC) Act (1999). This form of

preferential treatment for the koala as a single species implies that the species is objectively more

important than other species, regardless of its scientifically assessed threat status. It is possible that

more harm could emerge for a wider range of native species as a result of aiming to treat this

individual species preferentially. For example, land clearing that avoids impacts to koala habitat may

result in increased clearing of habitat for other species. As an alternative, strengthening habitat

protection measures that encompasses a holistic framework such as the protection of ecological

communities could ensure more comprehensive biodiversity conservation including the koala

alongside numerous other species.

4. Although koalas are listed as a vulnerable species, their status is not uniform across Australia

(McAlpine et al. 2015). Southern koala populations (Victoria and South Australia) are stable or even
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increasing (McAlpine et al. 2015) and high-density populations have become over-abundant in

some locations (Whisson et al. 2020). Such populations are actively managed to reduce the

population in order to halt overgrazing of food trees (Ramsey et al. 2021). The proposed

amendments could conflict with conservation goals at these local scales.

5. The proposed amendments address only one of the four main threatening processes facing koalas.

Adoption of the amendments could result in a perception that koala protection is now under

control, and thus reduce efforts to address the remaining three threatening processes. Without

coordinated effort to address all threatening processes, koalas could continue to decline.
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