
John Turbill has a different way of finding koalas – he uses dogs. I spoke to John, who is a 
Threatened Species Officer, about his work with dogs who are trained to sniff out the scent 
of koala scat. That means poo. And there’s a lot a scientist can tell from koala poo. 
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What do you do?
Typically on a day-to-day basis I have emails come in and questions, 
from councils, from consultants, from individuals, from people wanting 
to know about koalas in their backyard. We get out in the field and we’re 
surveying to see where koalas are still living and where they’re not.

How did you get to do this job?
I started in my twenties as a land surveyor and then did a Degree in 
Science (Parks and Wildlife) at Charles Stuart University and worked 
as an environmental consultant before joining the National Parks and 
Wildlife Service (NPWS) as a part-time Ranger in 1998. About 2001,  
I became a project officer and worked from then to now primarily on 
Koala conservation and management.

What’s a project you’re working on?
Another interesting project we’ve got going at the moment is post-fire 
koala surveys. We’re doing surveys using koala detection dogs.  
So these are specialised dogs trained to sniff out koala scats, koala poo 
basically, which lie on the ground as pellets and sometimes harden on 
the ground, staying there for many weeks or even months. We’re visiting 
about 22 national parks that suffered fire damage, and we’re using 
these consultants with their detection dogs to do 25 to 30 sites across 
unburned and slightly burnt areas to see whether there are still koalas 
persisting in those areas.

How do they train the dogs and what kinds of dogs are they?
There’s a variety of dog types, but often they’re English Springer type 
dogs, dogs that have a lot of energy and really want to work. They’re not 
dogs that want to sit around! They’re basically trained for many aspects, 
they can look for koala scats, [or] they can look for actual koalas. 
As people would know, they’re trained to detect fruit coming into the 
country at airports, or drugs – so there’s a variety of things that they can 
be trained for once they get that specific scent. 
Basically, in the field, they’re taken out of their truck and put their little 
coat on, so they know they’re in the working mode. Then they’re just told 
‘Koala’ and they go off sniffing around like a great big vacuum cleaner 
under all the trees where we are. And where they sniff out a pellet, koala 
poo, the dog indicates and sits there with its nose on it and the dog 
handler comes up. We search and find the pellet and confirm that it’s 
from a koala, and the only reward the dog gets is to chase its tennis ball 
a couple of times and it’s ready to go again!
The advantage is that these dogs can cover bigger areas, they can look 
in bushland and difficult country that we’d find hard to walk through  
and where we’d really find it hard to look in the ground cover for scats, 
but the dogs can smell that out very quickly. So they’re a big advantage 
to us.
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Tell me more about the science of koala poo!
Well, koalas eat primarily gum leaves from a specialised number 
of trees. In the Coffs Harbour area it might be Tallowwood, Swamp 
Mahogany, Grey Gums, Forest Red Gum. Some trees produce higher 
levels of toxins to protect themselves from insects attacking their 
leaves. Koalas are able to adapt and smell out which are the palatable 
trees that they can feed on and they’ll go to those trees. 
When they eat those gum trees, they go through a long process in their 
gut to pull out the nutrients that they need out of a gum leaf. As you’d 
imagine, a gum leaf doesn’t have a lot of nutrients in it. They have to 
eat a lot of leaf and they have a very long gut system which extracts 
everything out, including all the moisture, because most of the time 
koalas don’t come down to drink water. 
So, when their pellets come out, they drop down under the tree, slightly 
moist, but quickly they harden into a hard pellet that looks like a bit 
of grapeseed or something about that size, and they can stay on the 
ground up to a number of months when it’s dry and there’s not a lot of 
rainfall. 

Do scientists look at what’s in the scat to tell what species of 
leaves they’re eating or, because the process of the gut is so 
long, is there not much signifying matter left in there?
From scats that are reasonably fresh, there’s ways that we can also 
look at the DNA or genetics of the animal. We can look at its stress 
hormones in the scat and also do quite fine work to look at what 
fragments of tree leaves are in the scat. 
Detailed scat analysis for genetics or hormones is very expensive, so we 
mostly do presence/absence surveys to see if there is a koala there or 
not by looking for their scats. 

How else do you find koalas?
Sometimes it’s done by recording [koala] calls on a song meter. Males 
call quite often during breeding season. It’s quite loud and it’s quite 
frightening if you don’t know what it is. A song meter is basically just 
a big microphone with a taping facility, left in the forest for a couple 
of weeks. It records all the sounds and then it’s downloaded into a 
computer which recognises a koala sound so you can get presence/
absence using that method as well. 

You can go out with a spotlight and look for koalas, but they’re very hard 
to find up in trees with a lot of foliage and dense cover. 

What do you think is key to saving the koala?
The old saying ‘no tree, no me’ is pretty specific to koalas. A koala’s 
home range, the area it moves around in to find food and shelter, could 
be anywhere from one hectare to 150 hectares in very low-quality 
habitat. So they need quite large areas of land. They live in groups 
including a dominant or alpha male, and these groups might need 
hundreds of hectares of land to support them. 
Protecting more habitat for koalas is essential. 
The wildfires of last summer had a major impact on koalas and their 
habitat. And climate change is an emerging threat to koalas, especially 
west of the Dividing Range where heat and drought are real problems. 
When conditions are right, koalas get enough moisture from the leaves 
they eat. But climate change is likely to increase drought and heat 
impacts on trees, reducing the leaf water available to koalas. That 
means more time on the ground for koalas as they search for water. 
This exposes them to other threats.

profile:   John Turbill

Sniffing  for  science
How do sniffer dogs train? 
ABC News: https://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-10/afp-
sniffer-dogs-training-explained/8606228
From the dog handlers: Why or how is koala scat important? 
http://www.owad.com.au/26/faqs-re-koala-scat-analysis

DESIRABLE FUTURES

..they’re just told 
‘Koala’ and they 
go off sniffing 
around like a great 
big vacuum cleaner 
under all the trees... 
And where they sniff 
out a pellet, koala 
poo, the dog indicates 
and sits there with its 
nose on it.

COMMUNITY & 
SOCIAL

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-10/afp-sniffer-dogs-training-explained/8606228
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-10/afp-sniffer-dogs-training-explained/8606228
http://www.owad.com.au/26/faqs-re-koala-scat-analysis

