
Kailas Wild is a pro tree climber, or arborist. He had experience of koala rescue, so when he 
heard about the Kangaroo Island bushfire in the summer of 2020 he immediately wanted 
to help. He spent seven weeks with the rescue effort, climbing trees to bring injured koalas 
down so that they could be treated and released. He’s been in the media and campaigns for 
koala conservation. 
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What do you do?
My name’s Kai Wild and I work as a qualified arborist. I also volunteer as a 
wildlife rescuer. That could be releasing wildlife for carers, or it could be 
climbing trees to get injured wildlife out of trees. So, it’s all tree-based, 
basically, that’s my niche.

Tell us a little bit about Kangaroo Island and what you’ve been 
doing there.
Sure, like everybody I saw what happened on Kangaroo Island, that two-
thirds of the island was affected by fires, and I wished there was a way I 
could help. A wildlife rescuer had noticed that there were koalas, that were 
burnt or starving in trees, that required a tree climber to access. 
I found that out at 8PM one night and about six hours later, at 4AM the 
next morning, I was driving to Kangaroo Island. I actually managed to just 
drive … and slept in my ute tray overnight and then caught the ferry over to 
Kangaroo Island and was able to begin using my tree-climbing skills, and my 
wildlife handling experience to assist burnt or starving koalas, that day that 
I arrived. And then I would spend the next seven weeks assisting to rescue 
these koalas.

Tell me about what it’s like doing your work on Kangaroo Island.
You’re walking through these burnt landscapes with a lot of burnt animals 
around you as well, so it’s pretty intense already… and then you come across 
this koala, and it’s in this fire affected landscape, so there’s risks of the 

tree’s rootplate being affected by fire, or just its structural integrity being 
affected by fire. So you’ve got to be really careful and really inspect the 
safety of the tree. 
We found that if you climb the tree next to the koala, you can climb up that 
tree until you’re at least level or above the koala and then start encouraging 
it down its tree. There’ll be someone on the ground, [to] catch it and contain 
it and then get it back to the hospital. 

The koalas don’t know that you’re there to help, are they unhappy?
Absolutely. It’s very stressful for the koala because the koala believes it’s 
being predated upon and I’m someone who doesn’t want to stress a koala 
out. If you imagine 14 kilos of muscle, with sharp teeth and extremely sharp 
claws, it’s quite a thing to try and handle one out of a tree. You have to be 
very careful. And it’s essential that you’re really trying to make it as quick a 
process as possible. 

How did you train to become an arborist?
I got into climbing through environmental advocacy and activism actually, 
you know where we would actually use it to climb into trees, to occupy 
trees, to stop them from cutting down a forest or clearing a forest for a coal 
mine, things like that. 
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What is arboriculture?

It’s the science of caring for 
trees. This includes many 
skilled tasks, including 
selecting and planting trees, 
checking trees for disease 
and damage, cutting back 
and pruning trees, assessing 
risk from falling trees or 
limbs, and removing trees.  

Arboriculture Australia: 
https://arboriculture. 
org.au/about-trees/ 
about-arboriculture
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And you lived in a tree for a while, didn’t you?
Yep. I spent a couple of months setting up a tree occupation in the Kalang 
headwaters which is home to healthy colony of koalas, and still is after the 
bushfires, it’s one of the few places that is. 
I had tried studying at uni, again subjects or courses that would work 
towards environmental advocacy, but I’m just not really the uni type, and I 
had some friends that were environmental activists and also arborists. 
I love climbing, and I love trees, and I thought ‘I’m terrified of swinging 
through a tree with a chainsaw in my face’, but I’m just going to have a 
crack. I studied, to become an arborist, for two years and it’s definitely 
enabled me to become a more effective advocate for the environment.

What do you love about koalas?
Koalas are a wild animal, and have this real wild side and they can be 
formidable and really should be respected.
They are actually an umbrella species for humans as well, you know, in the 
context of deforestation impacting on climate change. If we conserve koala 
habitat we’re actually helping to conserve our own species.
I think a significant moment for me on Kangaroo Island was seeing all these 
different people, with different backgrounds, with different values and 
beliefs, all being in this one place to help koalas. I haven’t seen that happen 
before. It was this microcosm of what it could be like if we just all banded 
together to do something about climate change. 

What could students do to help habitat conservation?
It’s amazing how much just having a passion or a love for something can 
inspire that in other people and if students, just talking about that to other 
people, talking about that to their friends and family, that’s a powerful thing. 
Who knows, you might have the conversation that triggers somebody to 
have an epiphany that saves a forest that saves a species. You don’t know.

Tell us about accidentally becoming a bit of a social media star.
When I got to Kangaroo Island, I just started doing a daily update and that 
was actually also really a therapeutic process as well.
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What gives you hope?
I find hope in seeing certainly that younger generations are much more 
aware and much wiser to what’s happening to our natural world. I think I just 
cope and also find hope in just getting out there and helping and just doing 
very direct things to help.

There’s a little joey who’s named after you, isn’t there? 
I just got goosebumps. She was the first burnt orphaned joey that I found 
in the plantations, sitting there in a dead tree by herself. Just seeing that, 
that’s a very full-on thing to see. And just by the looks of her, it just didn’t 
look like she was going to be okay. There’s a risk that they lose their grip, or 
jump and they fall out of the tree too. I got her back to the vet’s, just thinking 
that she’d need to be euthanised and, yeah, they checked her out and they 
said she’s going to be okay…

So she’s in rehabilitation and about to be released soon?
I slowly watched her go from this one metre by half a metre little space 
where she was just simply recovering and eating and just sitting on the 
ground for weeks. Then finally she got moved out. That was a huge moment 
and, that first night she was outside, she was too cold and so they had to 
bring her inside and keep her warm and then she was okay after that. 
Now, finally her singed hair’s slowly starting to grow out, she’s putting on 
weight, and it’s looking like hopefully she doesn’t have damage from smoke 
inhalation. She’s been moved into an enclosure with some joey buddies, 
and she’s got a bit of attitude on her and she’s not really too keen on other 
koalas. [They] can handle her sass and I think the company’s probably good 
for her.

If you imagine just 14 kilos of muscle, with sharp teeth and extremely sharp claws, 
it’s quite a thing to try and handle one out of a tree. You have to be very careful.

going wild
Read more from Kai on 
Instagram:  
https://www.instagram.
com/kailaswild/ 
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