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The Hon Tony Burke MP 

Minister for Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population and Communities 

Parliament House 

CANBERRA ACT 2600 

 

Dear Minister 

 

This letter accompanies the revised advice of the Threatened Species Scientific Committee on the status 

of the koala. 

In accordance with your letter of 31 October 2011, the Committee has incorporated in its deliberations 

the new information provided through the Senate Inquiry’s 22 September 2011 report “The koala – 

saving our national icon”. We have also considered other relevant information that has become available 

since the Committee provided its previous advice to you.  

The Committee has also considered the appropriateness of declaring the combined Queensland and New 

South Wales (and Australian Capital Territory) koala populations to be a species for the purposes of the 

Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) and the status of that entity, if 

so declared. Accordingly, we recommend that the combined koala populations in Queensland, New 

South Wales (and  Australian Capital Territory) are declared to be a species under s517 of the EPBC Act 

and that  this entity is listed as vulnerable as it has undergone a substantial decline over three 

generations, due to the combination of a range of factors. We do not recommend a national threatened 

species listing of the koala as we do not consider that it meets the criteria for listing (See further on 

these recommendations below.). We have also recommended that a recovery plan be developed for the 

koala with the aim of ensuring that population evaluation, monitoring and management actions are 

much better standardized and  coordinated than they have been in the past.  

A draft listing advice and Conservation Advice reflecting these recommendations is enclosed. A more 

detailed discussion of our rationale regarding a s517 species declaration for the koala is also attached.  

The Committee wishes to draw your attention to several issues that are raised by these most recent 

considerations. The Senate Inquiry’s report identified that the issue of whether the koala should be listed 

as a threatened species was “the most prominent issue raised.” The Committee notes that the process of 

the Senate Inquiry did indeed elicit valuable new information on the koala, including significant revised 

information i.e. population size of the Mulga Lands bioregion (in Queensland) and the state of Victoria. 

However, the new information has not resolved the central problem with the assessment of the koala: 
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the considerable uncertainty in estimates for some regions, and the near complete absence of data for 

others. 

The koala is one of the best known Australian animals and quite possibly one of the most researched. 

However, basic monitoring data are lacking for huge parts of its range in Queensland; many New South 

Wales populations have either not been surveyed at all, or not for many years; and in Victoria the 

population estimates rely largely on expert opinion. This lack of information, uncertainty and imprecision 

have hampered the Committee’s assessment, in this case and for many other cases.  However, the 

Committee has used all available data to develop estimates of population size and extent of decline, and 

has also used sensitivity analysis on the available population estimates in order to provide a 

comprehensive assessment against the formal criteria for eligibility for threatened species designation. 

The documents detailing these approaches will be forwarded to you when they are finalized.  

The uncertainty in the data available, and subsequent recommendation by this Committee in its 2010 

advice not to include the koala on the threatened species list, led to questions about the Committee’s 

application of the precautionary principle. The current consideration of the koala’s status over its 

national extent requires serious deliberation on how to apply this principle, as the data around the 

extent of the national decline remain highly uncertain.  However, the adoption of an approach whereby 

the combined Queensland and New South Wales (and Australian Capital Territory) koala populations are 

declared to be a species for the purposes of the EPBC Act addresses the Committee’s concerns with 

respect to the application of the precautionary principle. This approach (referred to in scientific 

literature as the ‘designatable unit’) acknowledges that while the fundamental conservation unit is the 

species, in some circumstances there is value in identifying units below the species level and assessing 

their status separately such that conservation efforts are more appropriately focused to achieve the best 

conservation outcome.  

While the aggregate trend remains difficult to discern nationally, it is clear that the broad-scale trends in 

koala populations are profoundly different north and south of the Victorian border. The Committee has 

relatively high confidence that the combined Victorian and South Australian koala populations are not 

eligible for listing and that the combined Queensland, New South Wales and Australian Capital Territory 

populations are eligible. The separation of the two units removes the necessity to rely heavily on 

precaution. 

Nonetheless, the Committee is conscious of the precedent set by the separation of component parts of a 

species’ distribution, particularly when the two parts are contiguous as for the koala. This situation 

contrasts with the few previous recommendations to Ministers to determine a subset of a species to be 

a separate species under the EPBC Act (s517), in which there was clear evidence of natural, long-term 

separation such that the demographic and adaptive prospects of each part was independent of the 

other.  

The Committee is confident that a decision to determine the northern designatable unit of the koala to 

be a species, achieves the best conservation outcome in this case. However, the Committee is concerned 

that the part-range precedent set by the koala may lead to an expectation that subsets of other species’ 

ranges will be assessed and listed, where the improved conservation outcome is considerably less clear 
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cut. If that develops, we may see a considerable additional administrative and logistical disorder, with a 

proliferation of part-range nominations aimed at narrowly localised issues. The Committee considers 

that such an approach is inconsistent with the purpose of the EPBC Act, which focuses on matters of 

national environmental significance and thus, national extent: it was not designed to replace State or 

local government instruments relating to local environmental matters. 

The Committee does not offer a solution to that problem here, but wishes to draw it to your attention 

and to advise that the Committee will commence work, as a matter of priority, to develop a protocol that 

enables designatable units to be identified and assessed only where they will lead to the best 

conservation outcome. 

Please contact me if you have further queries. 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

 

Helene Marsh FTSE 

Chair 

 

25 November 2011 

 


