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Response to the Minister’s request for further advice on Koala population boundaries 
 
Minister’s request: 
“I am now seeking further advice from the Committee on whether there are more precise habitat 
boundaries for your proposed s.517 declaration than simply adopting state boundaries. In particular, 
whether the koala distribution in Queensland, New South Wales and the Australian Capital Territory 
can be more accurately described in bioregional or other more biologically appropriate spatial terms.“ 
 
The Threatened Species Scientific Committee considered the Minister’s request for further 
information at its 49th meeting on 6-8 March 2012. The Committee considered a range of alternative 
approaches and related issues, which are outlined below.  
 
In summary, the Committee’s recommendation is that the appropriate entity to be declared to be a 
species under section 517 of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 
(1999)(EPBC Act) is the combined koala population of Queensland, New South Wales and the 
Australian Capital Territory. Because of the substantial differences in previous state-based koala 
management, and the resulting difference in koala population size and trends, the southern boundary 
to the entity is most appropriately deemed to be the New South Wales-Victorian border. This entity 
should then be added to the national threatened species list in the vulnerable category.  
 
Spatial units 
Given the koala’s wide distribution the Committee considered a range of possible approaches to 
spatially defining appropriate units for inclusion on the threatened species list. The options below, as 
per the Minister’s request, were considered against the alternative option of simply adopting state 
boundaries for the entity to be listed. 
 
Habitat areas or demographically-independent populations 
The Committee recognises that an approach based solely on biological attributes is intuitively most 
appealing, but notes that koalas use a very wide range of habitats and that their range, threats and 
population trends are not closely associated with habitat type. Furthermore, individual koalas will 
move between habitat areas and populations are not fixed in space. Hence it is not feasible to identify 
small scale population or habitat boundaries delineating threatened from non-threatened koalas, nor 
would such delineations be workable in practice. 
 
Bioregions and subregions 
The Committee evaluated the utility of using bioregions (and/or subregions) as delineators of 
conservation units. This consideration was constrained by data gaps. There are several significant 
bioregions for which there are few data on koala population or distribution and an attempt to consider 
listing eligibility on a bioregion by bioregion basis would be too reliant on extrapolation or inference 
from adjacent bioregions.   
 
In comparison to the use of state boundaries to the listed entity, the available evidence suggests that 
within bioregions that span the Victorian-New South Wales border, the effects of the Victorian 
translocation program are pervasive (see below under “State Borders”). Koalas are often present and 
secure within the Victorian portion of a bioregion while absent or at very low density in the adjacent 
New South Wales portion. Adoption of bioregions as boundaries for the listed unit would have 
perverse outcomes in either offering EPBC protection unnecessarily to parts of the Victorian koala 
population, or withholding that protection from threatened New South Wales populations. 
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Additionally, the boundaries of bioregions are convoluted and do not match well with administrative 
or cadastral boundaries and thus would introduce significant administrative complexity.  The use of 
currently-defined subregions within bioregions provides no additional help, as the same arguments 
apply to these geographic subsets. 
 
Catchment Management Authorities/Natural Resource Management Regions 
An approach that incorporates biological features with administrative practicality is to use the 
boundaries of Catchment Management Authorities and Natural Resource Management boards. On a 
catchment by catchment basis, this suffers the same constraints as the bioregional approach and would 
offer no greater resolution than the state boundary model. At the state boundary itself, this approach 
offers no benefit because these bodies are erected by state governments, and thus have boundaries 
defined by the border. The result is the same as simply using the state border as the southern boundary 
of the listed entity.  
 
State borders 
The Committee considers that the national intent of the EPBC Act, and the desire to provide for the 
best conservation outcome, are best accomplished by identifying at the largest scale where the koala’s 
status can reliably be described by a single category. At the national extent a single category is 
inappropriate: there is a marked difference between the koala’s conservation status in Victoria and 
South Australia in comparison to that in Queensland, New South Wales and the Australian Capital 
Territory. To the north of the New South Wales-Victorian border, koala population declines have 
been substantial and widespread. To the south of the border, koalas occupy most of their original 
range and populations are broadly stable. 
 
In Queensland, New South Wales and the Australian Capital Territory, while the data on koala 
populations are patchy, the populations for which trend data are available have all shown declines. 
Further, the ongoing threats to which koalas are exposed are widespread and hence the most 
reasonable interpretation is that the vulnerable status is applicable throughout the species’ range 
within these states. The strongest evidence for decline and ongoing threats come from South East 
Queensland and Northern New South Wales. This is both a function of the level of threat and the 
prominence of the resulting mortality, such that it receives significant media attention and resources 
have been directed towards appropriate monitoring. This attention may create the misleading 
impression that koalas are only threatened in this subset of their range. It is the Committee’s 
assessment that koala populations are threatened throughout their range in Queensland, New South 
Wales and the Australian Capital Territory, although the nature and severity of particular threats 
varies from place to place.  
 
The Committee acknowledges that within Queensland and New South Wales there may be some areas 
where the koala population is relatively stable at present. However, the Committee does not advocate 
any demarcation that would exclude such populations from listing on the following grounds:  
• It is not unusual for particular populations within the range of a listed species to be stable; 
• Such “islands” of stability are important reservoirs from which to provide new individuals to 

facilitate the recovery of declining populations in adjacent areas, and; 
• To partition the broader range into numerous smaller entities of differing status under the EPBC 

Act would create very significant administrative complexity and uncertainty.  
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While state borders are inherently administrative constructs, the Committee notes that the New South 
Wales-Victorian border in particular consists, for most of its length, of the Murray River which is a 
natural geographic feature that to some extent constrains movement of koalas and thus represents an 
appropriate boundary to the listed entity. The Committee acknowledges that there may be stable koala 
populations along parts of the riparian zone of the Murray River in New South Wales, with potential 
for occasional transfer of individuals with Victorian populations, and that riparian zones often 
comprise key habitats throughout the koala’s national range. Whilst these particular populations may 
not presently require EPBC protections directly, the Committee notes the administrative complexity 
of any attempt to delineate a boundary away from the river, and also reiterates the importance of 
secure populations within the listed entity to facilitate future recovery in depleted areas. In the coastal 
region of the New South Wales-Victorian border, koalas are currently scarce and hence few interstate 
movements of koalas are expected to occur here despite the absence of any form of geographic 
barrier. 
 
Subspecies 
The Committee acknowledges that the entity recommended for listing corresponds to two of the 
named subspecies of koala: Phascolarctos cinereus adustus (Queensland) and P. c. cinereus (New 
South Wales). The koala population of Victoria corresponds to P. c. victor, as does South Australia 
because its koala population was established via translocation of individuals from Victoria. However, 
in its previous advices on the koala’s status, the Committee has recommended against separate 
assessments at the subspecies level. Although the subspecies have not been formally dismissed, they 
are not conventionally accepted or widely used by the scientific community.  
 
Separate assessment and listing of the subspecies would achieve the same end as is recommended 
herein, but at some future point would render the threatened species list misaligned with recognised 
taxonomy. The use of s517 of the EPBC Act does not rely on formal taxonomy but instead explicitly 
acknowledges that the division is based on spatial variability in status with the aim of achieving the 
best and most efficient conservation outcome.  
 
List alignment 
The Committee notes that the Hawke Review of the EPBC Act recommended that Australian, State 
and Territory governments move to a single national list of threatened species to align the status of 
species across the lists. The Committee notes that the approach advocated here would improve 
alignment of the status of the koala on the EPBC list with the species’ status within each of the state 
jurisdictions in which it occurs. The koala is listed as vulnerable in the South East Queensland 
bioregion and in the state of New South Wales. The Committee notes that in Queensland the koala’s 
status has not been assessed at a statewide level since before the recording of the 80% decline in the 
Mulga Lands bioregion. The koala is not listed as a threatened species in Victoria or South Australia. 
 
Recommendation 
The Committee’s recommendation is that the appropriate entity to be declared to be a species under 
section 517 of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act (1999)(EPBC Act) is 
the combined koala population of Queensland, New South Wales and the Australian Capital Territory. 
This entity should be added to the national threatened species list in the vulnerable category.  
 


