
Martin Smith is a Ranger with the New South Wales National Parks & Wildlife Service. He is 
an Incident Controller, Operations Manager and Planning Officer for bushfires and has spent 
thirty years protecting koalas. We talked about lots of things, from drought to how far a koala 
ranges (sometimes a long way), and what kind of music trees like best. 
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What do you do?
I’m a New South Wales National Parks and Wildlife ranger and I work 
out of Coffs Harbour on the north coast of New South Wales. The patch 
that is mine to manage is basically south of Coffs Harbour and includes 
the beautiful Bellinger River Valley. I enjoy my work very much and one 
of the things that I’ve specialised in over the last thirty years is the 
conservation of koalas in New South Wales.

How has the job changed?
The role of the ranger in New South Wales has evolved from being boots 
on the ground, practical land manager, to more of a planning officer. 
Our job has become more and more complex, in that the number of 
parks in New South Wales has probably quadrupled in thirty years. 
The other big change has been fire management. The New South  
Wales National Parks and Wildlife Service now do over 80%, by area,  
of hazard reduction burning in New South Wales. Combined with that  
is the huge increase, in the amount of wildfires we’re responding to.  
I have a pretty important role, in the New South Wales National Parks 
and Wildlife Service, in that I’m an Incident Controller, Operations 
Manager and Planning Officer for bushfires, so I spend a great 
proportion of my working life, not so much managing land, but stopping 
the natural areas from being damaged by fire.

This was a terrible summer for fires. How did that affect 
koalas in your region?
Personally, my area, it’s a stronghold for the species in New South Wales, 
and therefore the world. Our koala populations are probably one of the 
few bright spots in that research indicates the populations are stable,  
if not slightly increasing. 
The Port Macquarie koala populations were devastated by fires, as they 
were around the Kempsey Macleay Valley area. I think the true extent of 
the impacts are yet to be fully ascertained. 
One of the things that gives me some cause for optimism is that fire is a 
natural part of the Australian landscape and koalas have evolved with fire. 
They’ve got a whole host of behaviours that help to protect them from 
fire. One is that they can smell fire, and smell smoke, before we even get 
a hint that there’s a fire in the vicinity, and the second really important 
behavioural trait of the animal is that they will climb down trees and head 
for the most moist gully and sheltered area.

So it’s important to plant trees in those sheltered gullies?
I think that’s very important for the koala because it much prefers to get 
the moisture it needs to remain healthy from the vegetation it consumes. 
The proportional content of moisture in leaves that grow in gully areas 
is much higher than ones that grow on the ridge area. So, in times of 
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Unfortunately, 
I can’t sit down 
and interview a 
koala and ask 
‘Why did you 
do that?’
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drought or water scarcity, you’re going to find more moisture laden 
foliage to consume in a gully line than you would on a ridge top. 
Fires always burn hotter and harder on ridges, where it’s more sunny, 
and exposed to wind. The gully lines are not only better tucker, but 
also more comfortable and secure places for koalas to live because of 
reduced fire threat, reduced exposure to wind, sunburn and sunlight.

Tell us about your Tree Parents project.
I’ve seen a lot of tree planting projects fail because people have that 
feel-good moment when they go out with their parents and they plant 
a tree and everything’s great, it looks beautiful, and then you go back in 
six months and the tree’s dead or it’s smothered in weeds or a wallaby’s 
pulled it out of the ground or it’s been vandalised. 
The Tree Parents Project grew from that disappointment. What I 
realised was that trees are incredibly vulnerable, like koalas, to death 
and injury, when they’re young. The way that we can promote greater 
success with our tree planting projects is to ask people to treat their 
baby tree, the little tube stock that they put in the ground, as a baby. 
Different Australian eucalypts occupy different parts of the topography 
and landscape – you really need to know not just which species of trees 
koalas like in your local area, but where they grow best. 
So, with the knowledge I had, and with the site that I had, which is a 
degraded Blackbutt plantation within the national park that I manage,  
I got ten teams together and I gave them two hectares of ground, which 
was their team patch, and I gave them 60 koala food trees. I nominated 
the places where the trees were to go, but I asked them to be the 
parents of these trees. 
In May 2015 those ten teams planted out 600 koala food trees. It’s 
generally accepted that in community planting of trees, if you get  
50 or 60% survivorship after 12 months, you’re doing pretty well. A 70% 
success rate after 12 months is considered very good. After five years 
the 2015 Tree Parents Project in Bongil Bongil National Park produced 
survivorship of 97.5%. We only had 15 trees die after five years, and now 
I’ve replanted those, so after five years we’ve got 100% survivorship. 
The programme was so successful, and really changed a lot of people’s 
perceptions about community tree planting, that I received funding to 

do it again in 2017 and, amazingly, I got exactly the same success rate; 
97.5% survivorship. 
We’ve got trees down there now, Tallowwoods, Grey Gums, Swamp 
Mahoganies, that are 15, 20 feet high [4-6m] after three or four years. 
They’ve been lovingly looked after by community volunteers and I 
have no doubt at all that the koalas will be in there chewing them and 
enjoying them as soon as we start to pull the cages down over the next 
six to 12 months.

What started you off on this journey?
The problems that koalas face are shared by a host of other native 
animals, many of them threatened species, Yellow-bellied Gliders, 
Squirrel Gliders, Greater Gliders, even the forest owls, the Sooty Owl, 
the Masked Owl, the Powerful Owl, all of them are reliant upon good 
quality native forest to survive. 
In promoting koala conservation, you’re actually promoting biodiversity 
conservation. For a lot of our wildlife it really is a case of ‘no tree, no me’. 
I haven’t met someone that doesn’t like koalas. They’re a really good 
way to start to talk to people, and educate people, about the things we 
can all do to help conserve the beautiful, wonderful wildlife we have in 
Australia.

What ‘koala-fications’ do you have?
I am an inner-city boy originally. I went to Sydney University. I obtained 
an Honours Arts Degree from the School of Government and Public 
Administration and majored in Environmental Politics. I also have 
a postgraduate Diploma in Parks Management from Charles Sturt 
University.

What can young people do?
My simple advice to budding young rangers is to follow your passion and 
never give up until you get there. Determination burns up all obstacles. 
Get to know the bush and it will lead you to your rightful place. The 
earth needs as many guardians as it can possibly find so work hard and 
cherish our land’s precious biodiversity. It will only survive and flourish if 
people actively care for it.
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EXPLORE  TREE  
PLANTING
Get involved in tree 
planting and tree 
nurturing projects in 
your area. 
To get started, contact 
your local Council and 
ask for advice. 
Remember Martin’s 
advice to look after 
your trees like they are 
babies. What expertise 
and resources will you 
need to set up a project 
inspired by Tree Parents 
in your area? How will 
you plan it, gain support, 
check your knowledge 
and make it happen?
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