
Margot is the Koala Officer for her Shire Council, which means that she works to convince 
people to set aside land for wildlife. She talks about trying to conserve koala habitat in 
perpetuity in the Southern Highlands – that means homes for koalas, forever. To get that 
right, Margot and her colleagues are mapping how many koalas are where. 
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What do you do?
Part of my job is managing the Southern Highlands Koala Hotline, so 
people call up, or send us a message over Facebook, and report koala 
sightings within the community. I think we’re up to 350 community-
reported koala sightings. I get to talk to people, a lot of them it’s their 
first time they’ve ever seen a koala and they’re just over the moon!

What’s a project you’re working on?
We have a really large private land conservation programme in the 
Southern Highlands called ‘Land for Wildlife’. We have about 150 
properties that have joined the Land for Wildlife programme. It’s 3% of 
all private land in the Highlands and it’s a group of properties that are 
banding together to help wildlife there. 
We’re also working really hard with the Bio-diversity Conservation Trust 
to increase the number of Conservation Agreements in the Southern 
Highlands. That’s looking to conserve koala habitat in perpetuity in the 
Southern Highlands.

Why do you do what you do? 
People usually think that I see koalas every day, all the time, but I find 
them as difficult to find as other people do as well. I don’t see koalas 
day-to-day, but you’re looking for signs of koalas when you’re out in 
the field or assessing the quality of the habitat, and that’s a bit of 
a challenge, working with a threatened species, looking after their 
habitat even though you might not see them right then and there.

What keeps you going?
In the last five years, we’ve gone from being one of the least known 
koala populations to having some of the best habitat mapping and 
population estimates in New South Wales. Throughout our whole 
council area we’ve got approximately 3500 koalas, from all the surveys 
that we’ve done, so that’s quite a lot compared to not knowing anything 
about them five years ago.
Before the bushfires [of summer 2019-2020] we were starting to see 
the koalas recolonise areas in the Highlands. We think we have one of 
the few expanding populations. We’re still working out what’s happening 
after this season’s bushfire. It’s looking pretty hopeful, could have been 
a lot worse.

What is a  
Conservation Agreement?

When the Government and 
a person or group of people 
agree to protect biodiversity 
in an area of land or sea, 
it’s called a Conservation 
Agreement. 

Find out more: https:// 
www.bct.nsw.gov.au/cards/
apply-voluntary-agreement
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 You just can’t 
have a koala 
without anywhere 
to live.

Where are we at now? 
We’re lucky we’ve had a bit of rain, beginning of 2020, helped us put out 
the fires! And we have seen it stimulate a lot of growth, but long-term it 
looks like it’s still going to be a much drier region. 
So we’ve had to start looking at what other ways we can look at 
revegetation projects and habitat restoration projects, to maximise  
the bang for our buck. Whether that’s utilising micro-climate, so that’s 
the southerly aspects on hills, rather than westerly aspects, to avoid 
that afternoon sun, or focussing on creeks and gullies rather than on 
ridge tops. 

How often do you do field work?
Not as often as I would like. I do a lot of the mapping and the admin, and 
the community contact, for the project. I work really closely with the 
Illawarra team at the Department of Planning, Industry and Environment 
and they do a lot of the monitoring of koalas in the area. I probably get 
out maybe three or four days a month.

What ‘koala-fications’ do you have to do the job that  
you’ve got?
I did a Bachelor of Science at Sydney University and did my Honours in 
Ecology, studying the effect of urbanisation on insects. I’ve gone a bit 
of a roundabout way to koalas, but I suppose the interesting thing about 
ecology is that the same principles apply to all of the different systems. 
And then, previous to this role, I worked at National Parks Association, 
which is a conservation group that advocates for national parks, and 
I was their Citizen Science Officer there. That’s where I did a lot of 
community work.

What do you think is key to saving the koala?
You just can’t have a koala without anywhere to live. In our area koalas 
have really large home ranges, also are quite low density as well, so 
koalas need, on average in our region, about 50 hectares of connected 
habitat. It’s less in the east and more in the west. Private land is a really 
important connection between the large national parks we have in the 
region.

Sustainable development is so important for koala habitat and making 
sure that, all of the impacts of development is assessed before it goes 
ahead, and making sure that it’s not just kind of a tick and flick scenario 
and that it’s really analysed critically by experts.

What can students do?
There’s obviously a huge spectrum of citizen science, from just the ad 
hoc taking photographs of cool things and posting them to projects 
like NaturMapr or iNaturalist, to the really specific projects which are 
helping scientists with direct questions, and I think they’re all valuable 
in different ways. It’s a great way for the community to learn and also 
scientists to learn new things as well.
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EXPLORE  citizen science
Citizen science is open to everyone! 
The term generally refers to projects in which the general 
public log data or sightings of wild plants and animals, and 
the data is checked or used by scientists to help build our 
understanding of the natural world. 
Here are three citizen science projects that Margot mentions: 
The Atlas of Living Australia: https://www.ala.org.au/
iNaturalist: https://inaturalist.ala.org.au/
NatureMapr: https://southern-highlands.naturemapr.org/
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