
Rationale for recommendation by the Threatened Species Scientific Committee to 
determine that the combined koala population in Queensland, New South Wales and the 
Australian Capital Territory be considered a species for the purposes of the 
Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act (1999).   
This document was prepared in response to correspondence from the Minister for 
Sustainability, Environment, Water, Populations and Communities to the Threatened Species 
Scientific Committee (the Committee). Specifically, we here address the following request: 

“I also seek the Committee’s advice on whether the northern (Queensland and New South 
Wales) koala population could be considered to be a distinct population for the purposes of s 
517 of the EPBC Act.” 

 

Intent and precedents 
Section 517(1) states that “The Minister may, by instrument in writing, determine that a 
distinct population of biological entities is a species for the purposes of this Act”.  The Act 
itself provides no guidelines on the use of this capability, and the intent of the provision is not 
recorded. 

The intent is presumed by the Committee to allow for some flexibility in the listing of 
biological entities.  Such may be the case particularly for entities whose taxonomy is 
unresolved (e.g. newly discovered but highly threatened invertebrates which may be 
distinctive at the species or family level).   

[Note that the Act also allows for the flexibility of including undescribed taxa and subspecies 
(but not “varieties”) as “species”.] 

The Committee appreciates that such flexibility is helpful in some cases, but that the broad 
purpose of the Act, and its operation, may be subverted if this power is used arbitrarily or 
capriciously.  In this context, the Committee notes that this provision has been used only very 
rarely by the Committee or Ministers. 

Such previous considerations comprise: 

• Carcharias taurus (east coast population) and  Carcharias taurus (west coast population): 
The separate listings of the east coast and west coast populations of Carcharius 
taurus (grey nurse shark).  In this case, the east and west coast populations are not 
regarded as taxonomically distinct (e.g. at subspecies level), but are recognised to be 
geographically disjunct (with no movement of individuals between the two 
populations), of very contrasting conservation status, and exposed to contrasting 
management.  Separate listings have allowed conservation effort to be directed at the 
most important conservation needs. 

• Dasyurus maculatus maculatus (Tasmanian population) and Dasyurus maculatus maculatus 
(SE mainland population): The separate listing of the south-east mainland population 
and Tasmanian population of Dasyurus maculatus maculatus (spotted-tailed quoll).  
In this case, this split reflects recent but unpublished taxonomic review (indicating 
that they are probably distinctive subspecies), but also recognises that the two 
populations are geographically separated (by Bass Strait).  The mainland population 
contrasts markedly with the Tasmanian population in the extent of population decline 
and management requirements. 

• Tyto novaehollandiae castanops (Tasmanian masked owl): The listing of only the 
Tasmanian population of Tyto novaehollandiae castanops (Tasmanian masked owl).  



This circumscription served to exclude the only non-Tasmanian occurrence of this 
sub-species, an introduced population that now occurs (as a pest) on Lord Howe 
Island. 

• Rexea solandri (eastern gemfish): The conservation-dependent listing of Rexea 
solandri (eastern gemfish) as referring only to the eastern Australian population.  
This population was considered to be geographically disjunct from another 
population occurring around southern and western Australian waters, and there were 
marked differences between the two populations in conservation concern and 
management. 

These represent the key precedents for consideration of part-range listing for the koala. The 
koala’s case is different to each of these examples in that there is no substantial geographic 
separation around the entity described as the combined koala population in Queensland, New 
South Wales and the Australian Capital Territory – this population is contiguous with 
populations in Victoria in the Eden-Mallacoota area, in the Australian Alps, and along the 
Murray (near e.g. Yarrawonga-Barmah).  However, this contiguity is relatively weak, and the 
extent of population or genetic exchange would be very limited, to the point of being 
insignificant for conservation purposes. 

One other consideration is taxonomic and morphological distinctiveness.  Early taxonomists 
recognised separate koala subspecies, somewhat artificially circumscribed by state borders, 
with the subspecies P. c. victor restricted to Victoria (and South Australia), the subspecies P. 
c. adustus restricted to Queensland and the subspecies P. c. cinereus restricted to New South 
Wales.  One option available is to consider each subspecies individually for eligibility for 
listing.  However, due to genetic and morphological analyses the subspecies are now 
generally recognised as a taxonomic artifice, and a listing along those lines would be an 
insecure contrivance.  Koalas in the north of their range differ somewhat in size and colour to 
koalas in southern Australia, however this is a gradation (cline) rather than a marked 
disjunction at the New South Wales – Victoria border, so it would be misleading to use 
morphology as a basis of the argument for the northern koala’s distinctiveness. 

The clearest connection of the koala to the precedents above for part-range listing relates to 
the markedly contrasting conservation characteristics of the considered populations.  In the 
koala’s case, most of the populations in New South Wales and Queensland are declining 
rapidly, whereas most of the populations in Victoria and South Australia are now relatively 
stable, or in some cases, over-abundant.  This requires very divergent management responses 
between the two clusters of states.   

 

Permutations 
The minister’s request relates specifically to the northern (Queensland and New South Wales) 
koala population.  The Committee notes that koalas probably still occur in the Australian 
Capital Territory (although it is possible that they have become extinct in that jurisdiction in 
recent decades), and that it would be illogical (and administratively unwieldy) to exclude this 
jurisdiction from the “northern koala” entity. 

The argument to consider part-range populations is potentially open-ended.  If the primary 
purpose was to offer the highest protection to the most endangered “populations”, then part-
range listing could be countenanced for local or regional populations, such as that in the 
Eden, Port Macquarie or Sunshine Coast areas. 



However, the Committee considers that such an approach is inconsistent with the purpose of, 
and would be counter-productive to the outcomes delivered by, the Act.  The EPBC Act is 
about matters of national environmental significance, and focuses on national extent: it was 
not designed to replace State or council instruments relating to local environmental matters.  
Furthermore, providing for such local-scale part-range listings would clog the nomination and 
listing system, and destroy by over-excess of minutiae the efficient application of the Act. 

On this basis, the Committee considers that if part-range listings are to be used, then they 
should seek to be as close to national in context as possible, rather than to devolve into local 
reductionisms.  In this regard, the combined Queensland-New South Wales-ACT koala entity 
is clearly large-scale rather than local. 

Another alternative is to consider listing for Queensland koalas and, separately, NSW-ACT 
koalas.  However, the Committee considered such a possibility to be too analogous to the 
protection and management packages already available under the legislation of those States, 
and that it would fail to provide for enhanced conservation cooperation between states. 

 

Assessment of the conservation status of part-range populations 
If the “northern koala” entity is considered as distinct, should its conservation status be 
evaluated entirely independently?   The IUCN has developed robust guidelines for 
assessment of the conservation status of regional populations.  In the absence of any existing 
stipulations in the EPBC Act, or operational guidelines established by the Committee, these 
international guidelines are a useful tool for contextualising the assessment of the “northern 
koala” entity. 

The IUCN guidelines consider mostly the extent of movement of individuals across the 
regional boundary.  If there is much immigration to the considered regional population, then 
its conservation status should be downgraded one step (e.g. from endangered to vulnerable), 
because the regional population is likely to be “rescued” by adjoining populations.  If there is 
much emigration from the regional population, then the regional population’s status should 
be upgraded. 

For the koala, the Committee has paid due regard to the IUCN guidelines, and considers that 
the amount of movement between the “northern” and “southern” populations would be 
insignificant, so that it is appropriate to use standard assessment of conservation status of the 
northern population, without any modification. 

 

Conservation benefit 
As described in the listing advice, the Committee considers that at the national level the koala 
does not meet the eligibility criteria for listing as threatened.   However, the Committee 
recognises that there are major conservation problems confronting the koala across much of 
its range, and that its outlook in many areas is bleak.  

If not listing the koala at national level were the sole outcome it may well inhibit 
conservation actions where they are clearly needed.  The Committee recognises that the Act 
seeks to deliver conservation outcomes for Australia’s biodiversity, and that a part-range 
listing of the koala will deliver such an outcome.  It will allow conservation attention to be 
directed where most needed, and not constrain the management requirements in those parts of 
the koala’s range where the koala is over-abundant.  Part-range listing will provide an 
effective and sharp focus; in contrast any national listing would have to crudely balance 



contrasting management objectives, and would complicate EPBC Act compliances in regions 
in which a listed entity is widespread and over-abundant. 

 

Future guidelines 
The Committee acknowledges that the EPBC Act does not contain any stipulations relating to 
the designation of part-range populations as “species”, and that the Committee itself has no 
relevant guidelines for such application.  It is the Committee’s intention to establish such 
guidelines within the next six months.  In this regard, the Committee notes that the NSW 
Threatened Species Conservation Act has led to the listing of relatively many part-range 
populations, based on considerations relating to the geographic disjunction of the population 
and its genetic, morphological and ecological distinctiveness.  

 

Nomenclature 
The most explicit name for the considered entity is “the combined koala populations in 
Queensland, New South Wales and the Australian Capital Territory”.  This gives priority 
order to the relative size of the koala populations in these jurisdictions.  An alternative is to 
refer to the “northern koala population”, however this suggests a biological entity that is not 
recognised taxonomically, and seems perverse when it includes the SE coast of NSW. 

 

Recommendation 
The Committee recognises that the Act allows for consideration of the koala populations 
occurring in Queensland, New South Wales and the Australian Capital Territory to be termed 
by the Minister as a “distinct population”, and hence can be listed as an entity should it meet 
the eligibility criteria for threatened status. 

The Committee recognises that there is considerable conservation benefit in such a part-range 
listing for the koala. 

The Committee recognises that there are few precedents for this action, and those few 
precedents are inexact matches.  Accordingly, the Committee will commit to developing 
more comprehensive guidelines to be used for consideration of such actions in the future. 

 


