Is Logging Really Benign For Koalas as DPI Forestry Claim?
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The one survey relied upon by the timber industry to justify the ongoing logging of Koala habitat was
undertaken by the forestry unit of the Department of Primary Industries, who are not independent
and whose data do not justify their subjective conclusions.
There are far more robust studies that shows that Koalas are declining on State Forests and that
this will be exasperated by the increased logging intensity, reduced retention of mature trees and
reduced exclusions allowed by the new logging rules.
The DPI-Forestry1 survey used acoustic recorders to record male Koala calls for a week during the
breeding season at 171 sites in modelled medium-high quality Koala habitat throughout northern
NSW, recording one or more calls at 106 sites.
The biggest failing of the DPI-Forestry assessment is that it is based on extrapolation from just the
calls of male Koalas somewhere within 300m (or more2) of the recorder, with no indication of
whether other Koalas were present or whether it was just a transient male searching for a mate.
Forestry's current rules for identifying a high use Koala tree is that it has to have more than 20 Koala
scats (faecal pellet) under it, and a Koala High Use Area has to have an additional 3 out of 10 trees
searched with scats under them.
The only ground-truthing reported3 for Koala occupancy in the DPI-Forestry study were searches of
40 trees at each of 65 sites for Koala scats, with no scats found at 54 sites and just 1-2 scats found
at 11 sites.
Koalas were recorded calling at 19 of the 65 ground-truthed sites, with no scats found at 16 sites
and only single scats found at 3 sites. This indicates either a very low usage by Koalas or that the
calling Koalas were outside the sampled area.
Half the sites recorded only1-3 calls over 7 nights in the breeding season, which does not indicate
the presence of a breeding colony anywhere nearby.
It is particularly significant that any Koalas calling could have been hundreds of metres away or
transient. Given that measurements of habitat variables were made within 50m of the recorders it
means the variables measured (i.e. tree species, tree cover, stand structure, logging intensity) and
used in analyses are not necessarily indicative of where Koalas live.
Both DPI-Forestry and the industry conveniently ignore other more robust research that has found
Koalas prefer the larger trees targeted by loggers and that their populations are declining on State
Forests.
A 2016 EPA study4 found that higher Koala activity was positively correlated with trees and forest
structure of a more mature size class, and areas of least disturbance, concluding that once high
quality Koala habitat in Clouds Creek and Maria River State Forests had been degraded and now
have declining Koala populations.
A 2004 study5 by Dr. Andrew Smith of Pine Creek State Forest found that Koalas preferred
structurally complex, uneven-aged forests with some mature and oldgrowth elements and a large
basal area, concluding that modern high intensity harvesting practices that remove a high proportion

of stand basal area and leave only small diameter stems (<50 cm diameter) are incompatible with
koala conservation.
A 2013 Biolink6 study for Port Macquarie-Hastings Council found that State Forests had less than
half the number of active Koala sites than nearby National Parks and concluded that logging had
decimated the once substantive local Koala populations.
Whatever its shortcomings, the DPI-Forestry survey7 is based on past logging regimes where they
attribute the persistence of Koalas near their sites to half the surrounding area being excluded from
logging, including in riparian buffers, old growth and rainforest exclusion areas and Koala High Use
Areas, as well as the retention of mature trees, habitat trees, recruitment trees and feed trees for
other species in logged areas.
The NSW Government's new logging rules have doubled logging intensity, zoned 140,000 ha of
coastal forests for clearfelling, removed the need to retain mature trees (including recruitment and
most eucalypt feed trees), reduced the buffers on headwater streams and is intending to open up
protected oldgrowth forest for logging. This will significantly increase impacts on Koalas.
Specifically for Koalas they are removing the need to look before they log and protect Koala High
Use Areas, despite DPI-Forestry finding that Koala High Use Areas have 3 times the Koala call rate
of recently logged forests.
In their submission to the new logging rules, the Office of Environment and Heritage8 complained in
2018 that the new Koala feed tree retention rates are less than half the number and of a smaller
size than proposed by the Expert Fauna Panel, concluding that the increased logging intensity
proposed under the new rules is expected to impact Koalas through diminished feed and shelter
tree resources.
It is ironic that DPI-Forestry refer to a Forestry Corporation radio-tracking study2 in the early 1990s
near Eden NSW to justify their claim that koala home ranges can comprise a mosaic of regrowth
and unlogged habitat, as that population was extinct a few years later9.
Now history is repeating itself as the Forestry Corporation use dodgy science to deny impacts while
introducing an Eden-style alternate coupe clearfelling regime into 140,000 ha of what they identify
as the best Koala habitat on the north coast.
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