
Mark is the Trees Officer with Friends of the Koala, a voluntary group that began 30 years ago 
to plant trees for koalas. They plant about 50,000 trees per year and in recent years have set 
up care facilities for koalas. 
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What do you do?
I work as a volunteer in an organisation in northern New South Wales, 
called Friends of the Koala. We run the Koala Care Centre, which is a 
rescue rehabilitation centre for koalas, but we also run a plant nursery, 
which is a vital part of koala conservation
I’ve got the grand title of Trees Officer. I basically run the plant nursery 
and organise tree plantings and then liaise with landholders in terms 
of what trees are suitable for particular properties, how they might go 
about doing a plantation, or establishing koala habitat.

Do you know how many trees you plant in a year?
It will be close to 50,000. Most of the trees are propagated in our 
nursery. 
Part of koala habitat regeneration is not only planting koala trees,  
but what we call ‘habitat trees’, that koalas don’t physically eat, but they 
rest and shelter in. So in the really hot climates like we get here, we 
plant somewhere around twenty percent of non-koala food trees into  
a plantation, so that in the hot weather the koalas can actually shelter 
and rest.

What sort of species are you planting and where?
On the [NSW] north coast we have about ten koala food tree species. 
We have a list of three that we call primary koala food trees and that 
includes Forest Red Gum, Tallowwood and Swamp Mahogany, and then 

we have a range of secondary trees which include things like Flooded 
Gum, Sydney Blue Gum, Grey Gum, Brush Box, Blackbutt, Iron Bark etc.
We look for properties that might have no trees yet could be in the 
middle of a [wildlife] corridor. So we’ve done a little bit of subtle 
persuasion in those areas. 
We’re getting up to 150 people turning up for every tree planting.  
So, we can really offer a landholder, ‘Basically, you just give us the land 
and we’ll provide the trees, the people to plant them, we’ll water them in, 
and their follow up maintenance’.

Do a lot of people get involved in growing the trees?
Yep, definitely. We run on volunteers. We have no paid staff members, 
so the whole nursery runs on volunteers. I work with one primary school 
at the moment too. They have a Junior Landcare group and we do tree 
propagation in a small nursery, that I got funding for and built on the 
school grounds. 
We work with Landcare groups, and sometimes a Landcare group will 
have a working day which will actually be in the nursery. So, instead 
of working on someone’s property, they’ll say ‘Today we’ll go into the 
Friends of the Koala nursery and we’ll pot up a thousand seedlings’ – 
which is quite easy to do if you get five or eight people.
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What do you think attracts people to koalas? 
I think they’re just an iconic animal in Australia. They cause no harm. 
They’re not an animal that is going to dig holes in your farm, or climb over 
your fences and eat your tomatoes in your vegetable garden. 
We don’t want to lose our iconic animal so it’s very easy to convince people 
to plant for koalas. And the benefit too of planting for koalas is that we 
are providing habitat that a whole range of other animals will then make 
use of. So even though we pick the iconic animal as our flagship, we are 
promoting natural regeneration, as well as planting, providing habitat for 
birds, possums, you name it, other arboreal animals. They’re all using that 
same habitat that everyone thinks we’ve only planted it for the koalas, but 
in actual fact we’ve planted it for the environment and everything is going 
to use [those trees].
We have some tree planting projects that actually involve people from 
overseas. We did one, probably about three months ago, where two 
American ladies turned up for the weekend just to plant trees.

Tell me about the other activities you do.
We have a rescue van, we have a leaf collecting van that all cost money to 
run. We have about 90 – 95 active volunteers doing all of those activities, 
and then we have a whole range of people who work from home. So, we 
still have home carers, particularly for the young baby koalas because they 
can’t really be cared for in an enclosure. They have to be carried around in 
pouches and be kept warm and fed every few hours, so those young ones 
are still home cared for. So we train people up to do that and they basically 
look after a koala up until they’re about twelve to sixteen months old, 
physically in the house. Then we release them, usually as a group, into a 
known koala area. 
We have a 24-hour rescue line. People ring up and say ‘I think I’ve got a sick 
koala, it’s at the top of a tree, we probably can’t catch it’, so we monitor it, 
as I say, we can set a trap. If it’s really sick, we can send our tree climber up 
there and see if we can get it. Other times we get great cooperation from 
groups like Country Energy. They’ll send out their big cherry pickers and 
send someone up, particularly when we’ve had koalas hit by cars. People 
have seen them scramble up a nearby tree, [and] we know that the animal’s 
injured, we need to catch it as quick as we can, we can’t wait for it to come 
down. Fire brigade, with their ladders, have been out a few times to help us, 
so, yeah, it’s a real community feel in terms of looking after the koalas.

What koala-fications do you have to do your job?
I have an Environmental Science degree and horticultural qualifications, 
but my whole working life I’ve never worked in those areas. I’ve always 
worked in administration and I’ve continued the koala work, which I’ve 
done now for thirty years, as a sideline. I didn’t actually need those 
qualifications to do the koala work. 
In terms of caring for koalas, and the work that we do at Friends of the 
Koala, we do our own in-house training. We don’t require anyone with 
any qualifications. The only thing I should say, though, is that in terms 
of involving people from primary schools, and even secondary schools, 
there is one restriction that you have to be over eighteen, sadly, before 
you can cuddle those koalas! 
But there’s lots of other activities that you can get involved in that will 
still help and support koalas in their conservation. Learning how to 
propagate trees, collecting seeds, sowing seeds, potting up seedlings, 
all of those activities can be done at any age. 

If you could make one thing happen to save the koala, what 
would that be?
My critical thing is about planting trees. I think if everyone could 
somehow be asked to plant a tree every year, it would be fantastic to see 
if we could get 20 million trees planted every year.
I’m pretty sure September every year is called National Koala Month and 
that was promoted through the Australian Koala Foundation and, once 
again, we often do a lot of promotional activities in that month and try 
and engage schools in tree planting during September.

Are there any organisations that you would recommend that 
kids look up to get involved?
I think the Landcare networks are fantastic. [Landcare] goes all across 
Australia, and like-minded people are in those groups because they really 
want to better their environment. Children can actually explore that. 
The other groups that, not so much tree planting, but awareness, 
National Parks, they run a lot of school holiday programmes, part of their 
Discovery range of programmes.
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COMMUNITY 
Get tree-planting with 
friends 
Friends of the 
Koala: https://www.
friendsofthekoala.org/
Junior Landcare: 
https://
juniorlandcare.org.au/
NSW National Parks 
and Wildlife Service: 
https://www.
nationalparks.nsw.
gov.au/ 
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