
I spoke to Rebecca Montague-Drake, who is a koala ecologist. Rebecca is a scientist 
whose love of being outside and curiosity about koalas has led to a life working in 
the forests, radio-tracking koalas, seeking to understand what makes a tree an 
especially good koala tree (not all trees are equally yummy) and how we should 
protect koala habitat – the trees in which koalas live. 
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Why do people love koalas?
How can you not love koalas? You know, they have those big fluffy ears, 
their adorable black noses and their cuddly appearance, and it just 
really touches people at the heart. 
In the Port Macquarie area they’re really very much a cultural icon and 
the town of Port Macquarie has long aligned itself with the koala and 
people just love living alongside them here. The fact that we can have 
them in our trees, in the streets and in back gardens, is something that 
people find absolutely fantastic. They’re also really important for the 
Indigenous people of our area, part of their culture and spirituality. 
They’re known as ‘Guula’ in our area and many families even have them 
as a totem.
I think most people understand that koalas need eucalypts, or what they 
call gum trees, but what they don’t know is that koalas are extremely 
fussy about what trees they eat and only a few eucalypt species 
are actually food sources. So, when people see the bush, they don’t 
understand that not all of that area is koala habitat. In fact, there’s 
actually very little good koala habitat remaining adjacent to the coast 
in most of New South Wales and that’s a real shame because that was 
some of the best habitat that was out there.

Why do you do what you do? 
Koalas remind me of my childhood and they were actually the reason 
that I became an ecologist in the first place. I grew up on the north 
coast of New South Wales and on my rural property we would hear 
koalas calling all the time at night when we first moved there and then, 
over the years, as logging operations on our mountain intensified, and 
there was a nasty fire in some area of koala habitat, we basically heard 
the koalas less and less until, in the end, we couldn’t remember when 
we’d last heard one, so that inspired me to become an ecologist.

Tell us what an ecologist does?
The technical definition for ecology is that it is the science of the 
distribution and abundance of species. So, where do species live? 
What kind of habitat do they need? You know, what governs their 
reproductive processes? What makes some areas have more than 
others? These are the sorts of things that ecology looks at. 
We can dive deeper into what we call autecology, which is the study of 
singular species. We can look at landscape ecology, which is the way 
that habitat is distributed across the landscape and supports different 
animals in different fragmentation scenarios. There’s a lot of specialist 
fields within the sort of broader fields of ecology as a whole.

Guula is a word in the Biripai 
language, which is part of 
Gathang (the language of the 
people known as the Birrbay, 
Warrimay and Guringay).

Find out more about Gathang 
and how the language works 
– or listen to recordings 
online at the home page 
of the Muurrbay Aboriginal 
Language and Culture Co-
operative: https://muurrbay.
org.au/languages/gathang/ 

Their Facebook page has a 
‘word of the day’ and you can 
even sign up for language 
classes online: https://www.
facebook.com/muurrbay.
nambuccaheads
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How did you become an ecologist?
I’ve always been really passionate about ecology. When I was much 
younger I did a university degree in environmental science and then 
I went on to do an Honours year and then I worked in consulting for a 
while, but found that that wasn’t really the best fit for me. I really wanted 
to do ecology as a profession, so I went back to university and did a PhD 
in wildlife ecology, which was a fantastic experience, getting to live 
out in the far deserts of New South Wales for three years, in a remote 
homestead… and radio track kangaroos and all sorts of fun stuff out 
there, and that was great, and then that sort of set me up to do ecology 
as a profession. 
Since then, I’ve worked for universities, state, federal and local 
governments, and the national parks sphere as well, so I’ve been very, 
very lucky in my career.

How is the career changing?
There’ll always be a need for ecologists out there and there’s lots of 
specialist fields that you can work in. 
I think that in ways that we probably can’t even envisage yet, there will 
constantly be new chapters that open up in ecology. Increasingly,  
I think we’re seeing the combination of technology with ecology, so, for 
instance, drones is something people are looking at, at the moment, 
integrating drones to search out and detect animals, and that’s 
something we certainly couldn’t have envisaged ten years ago even. 

What do you think is the biggest threat to koalas?
I definitely think that the biggest threat, without any shadow of doubt, 
is habitat loss and fragmentation. Habitat loss is just outright clearing, 
and fragmentation is when we cut the habitat up into smaller and 
smaller pieces, or put things like roads, busy roads, through the habitat, 
so that leads to road strike and so on for koala. 
And while there are many threats that face koalas, such as domestic 
dog attack, vehicle strike, disease, drowning in swimming pools and so 
on, at the heart of all of this is habitat loss. If we could just give koalas 
large areas of quality habitat, remote from the impacts of human 
development, we would be giving them absolutely the best fighting 
chance of a survival.

If you could make one thing happen to help save koalas,  
what would it be?
The number one thing that I would do would be to overhaul the laws that 
permit the clearing of native vegetation to ensure that they result in 
more meaningful ecological outcomes and actually promote the long-
term persistence of koalas and other species. I think that that is just so 
important.
But if I was to be greedy and take up a second thing, I would actually 
reduce global carbon emissions. Many people don’t realise that koalas 
are really impacted by climate change. We talked before about the 
way that increasing carbon levels are changing the value of their feed, 
but it’s also leaving them really vulnerable to impacts such as bushfire 
and drought. In fact, for those reasons the koala is one of the top ten 
International Union for the Conservation of Nature’s flagship species for 
climate change.
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 I do whatever  
I can to make  
a difference  
for koalas.

EXPLORE  ECOLOGY
Ecology is a branch of science, one of the environmental 
sciences. Here is a run-down of what an ecologist does and 
some of the ways to become one:  
https://science.unimelb.edu.au/students/careers-in-science/
where-can-a-bsc-take-me/environmental-sciences/ecologist

Ecologists work across Australia (and the world). Here is an 
example of an ecologist’s work for the public, exploring a 
unique – and fluffy – relationship between the koala and the 
honeyeater:  
https://www.echidnawalkabout.com.au/koalas-and-brown-
headed-honeyeaters/
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