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JT My name’s John Turbill. I’m a Threatened Species Officer in the Biodiversity and Conservation 
Section of the Department of Planning, Industry and Environment and I work in the North-East 
Branch, which is basically from Taree to the border of Queensland and out west of Armidale, 
and I’m centred in at Coffs Harbour office.

BL What is your koala role? What’s your role in koala conservation?

JT My role is I’m the species coordinator for koalas across the state for our Saving Our Species 
programme, which is a state-wide programme, so I’m the coordinator for that programme. That 
doesn’t mean I get involved in every project, but I’m the sort of the go-to guy if there’s anything 
that needs to be sorted out about changing definitions or information about koalas or issues 
about how they’re listed in the Wildlife Atlas or things like that. So that’s my main role over a 
state thing, and then I have other roles applying just to the North-East Branch role work.

BL Could you tell me a little bit about a typical project that you would do or an activity that would 
happen in your job.

JT Typically on a day-to-day basis I have emails come in and questions about different parts of 
koala at work, from councils, from consultants, from individuals, from people wanting to know 
about koalas in their backyard, that sort of thing. That’s sort of a typical, just as they come in, 
but also we run quite big major projects involving budgets of hundreds of thousands of dollars. 
A typical one might be a koala habitat study for a whole council area like a recent one we did 
for Coffs Harbour Shire Council where we do studies across the whole council area in the field, 
about 170 to 200 field sites. That takes many months of work, as you’d imagine, to get out in 
the field and we’re surveying to see where koalas are still living and where they’re not in those 
areas, and then we produce a koala habitat map for council showing where those areas are and 
talk about what the threats and things like that are.

BL How do councils use those maps? You say you produce a habitat map.

JT The councils use those maps for their strategic planning so when they’re looking at where 
developments should go, or should not go, or where, how to assess the development 
application that comes into council, someone wants to sub-divide or put a house in. They can 
use that information we give them because it’s like strategically done across the LGA, it’s not 
just at that site, gives them good information about where koalas are and a broader picture, 
what they’re needs are, the food tree they’re using, the threats that are operating on them and 
the connections and corridors they need to keep those populations connected and going.

BL Koala corridors have been mentioned a lot. Do you specifically work on helping people to 
create koala corridors or is that something that happens elsewhere?

JT Yes, as part of that work we also help identify where rehabilitation and corridors should be 
implemented and so we help councils and land care groups in identifying and prioritising areas 
that should get funding or when funding comes where they should be able to plant trees to 



maximise a better outcome for connecting corridors and koala habitat. Another interesting 
project we’ve got going at the moment, with quite a large budget, is what we call post-fire koala 
surveys. So we all know about our terrible last summer wildfires that were quite devastating 
for a lot of animals, including koalas, so we’re doing surveys using koala detection dogs. So 
these are specialised dogs trained to sniff out koala scats, koala poo basically, which lay on 
the ground as pellets and sometimes harden on the ground, stay there for many weeks or even 
months. So 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’s still koalas persisting in those areas.

BL That’s really interesting. Of course, I’m going to ask you some questions about the dogs. How do 
they train them and what kinds of dogs are they?

JT They’re usually, there’s a variety of dog types, but often they’re English Springer type dogs, 
like, spaniels, that’s right, dogs that are often quite, got a lot of energy and really want to work. 
They’re not dogs that want to sit around, so they’re basically trained for many aspects, they can 
look for koala scats, 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 that they’re required to look at. 

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, and 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 and we search and find the pellet and confirm that’s 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 of that 
is that these dogs can cover quite 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 just a big advantage  
to us.

BL I’m so glad that you told me about that, John, because I didn’t know that that was the way it 
was happening. Often when I’m working with kids, the first kinds of solutions they want to go 
to, and they’re good ones, are technology, so drones and infra-red and so forth, which I know 
people are using in different situations. Nice to hear that also using a bio-worker, using a little 
dog, it still has benefits, it works.

JT Also as you mention, drone usage, we’re looking into that as well, trialling that, for koala survey, 
so it’s a variety of new technologies coming on, certainly, yep.

BL Tell me a little bit, so that we can just fill students on this, tell me how the scat ends up on the 
ground.

JT Well, koalas eat primarily gum leaves, as we know, from a specialised number of trees, so 
they’re not eating every leaf off every tree, in fact they’re very specific in the trees. They 
have certain types of trees. In this area up here it might be Tallowwood, Swamp Mahogany, 
Grey Gums, Forest Red Gum, for example. Other trees they’re not so specialised on. They’ll 
sit in them to get shelter, there’s a good lot of branches and a lot of shelter. They’ll get into 
some trees on hot days, they’ll get down in rainforest trees to keep cool. But they only eat a 
specialised number of trees and even in that type of tree, like a Tallowwood tree. They’ll only 
select certain trees in the landscape that have the palatability that they can smell out, that 
there’s less toxins in those leaves of those trees. 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. 
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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 
nutrient 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 quite 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. So that’s our quickest and best way to survey whether there’s koalas 
in an area. We look for their pellets.

BL 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 to show you 
what trees they have been eating?

JT Absolutely, that’s a good question. So not only do we look at scats to find out primarily which 
trees they’re under so we can determine the certain type of trees they’re favouring. It gets a 
bit confusing because sometimes they’re in trees that they don’t eat, but they’re in there for 
shelter. From scats that are reasonably fresh, there’s ways that we can also look at, just in 
genetics, the DNA 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. So, there is that 
work available. Sometimes it’s a bit more costly than we’re allowed to do at certain surveys, so 
primarily presence/absence, so is there koalas there or not, is done by looking for scats. 

Sometimes it’s done by recording songs, recording the calls on the song meter. We just put it 
out in the forest for a couple of weeks. So, the calls of males during breeding season. Males call 
quite often during breeding season.

BL And it’s quite loud, isn’t it, too? I’ve heard it.

JT It’s quite loud and it’s quite frightening if you don’t know what it is. A survey technique is using 
a song meter, which is basically just a big microphone with a taping facility, in the forest for 
a couple of weeks. It records all the sounds and then it’s downloaded into a computer which 
recognises, primarily, what is a koala sound so you can get presence/absence out of that way 
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. So, there’s a number of ways of surveying for them, 
but primarily scats is one of the quickest and easiest ways.

BL What attracts people to koalas, do you think?

JT Look, I think koalas are just very cute. I think they’re an iconic Australian species that are highly 
recognised by all Australians, just like koalas, and platypus and echidna. I think if you go to any 
airport or any tourist place, the stuffed animals are primarily koalas and kangaroos. People 
are attached to koalas. They have a very cute aspect to them and I think they just represent a 
unique Australian species.

BL Why do you care about koalas? What got you excited about koalas and what keeps you 
engaged?

JT I think koalas are a good species to study because they are unique. Often I can get more funding 
to work with koalas. They also have a lot of interest politically, so from a political point of view, 
often there’s more interest and funding. The community also has more interest, so if there’s 
development problems going on in their neighbourhood, and they think that there’s koalas 
involved, they’re generally more likely to get involved and want to know more about it. So, 
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there’s a number of reasons, but I just like koalas as well. Working with them is very challenging 
because we’re learning all the time about how best to protect them, where they live, what their 
habitat is, and how changing factors, like climate change, are impacting on koalas.

BL What do you think is the biggest threat to koalas?

JT The biggest threat is probably koala habitat. The old saying ‘no tree, no me’ is pretty specific 
to koalas. They need habitat. They have a home range ranging from, it could be less than one 
hectare, but it could be up to 150 hectares in very low-quality habitat, so they need quite large 
areas of land. They live in social gatherings of numbers of koalas, with what they call an alpha 
male koala, so often you’ll need quite large areas of hundreds of hectares of land to support 
a viable population and so habitat management, and reducing the threats to that habitat, so 
wildfires we’ve seen in the last summer was a major impact on koalas. 

Also, there’s other impacts like just removing their food trees from the forest in logging type 
events can also impact koalas if you don’t leave enough of their food trees. Fragmentation, so 
that koalas have to walk from one habitat to another, where they’re often can be hit by cars or 
exposed to dogs. 

They also often get stressed if they’re living in these peri-urban areas, next to urban sub-
divisions, and they can be subject to chlamydia and diseases like that which can give them 
blindness, or infertility in females. 

There’s a number of threats. Climate change is an emerging threat to koalas, particularly in 
western parts of New South Wales and Queensland where we’ve got an increasing number 
of hot days that are stacking up on top of each other. Koalas don’t mind one or two hot days, 
but when you get numbers of hot days in a row they start to dehydrate, the leaves dry up, they 
can’t get the moisture they need, they need to come to ground and look for moisture, or water, 
and that’s when you see pictures on the news of koalas drinking out of dog bowls, or accepting 
water from passing pushbike riders, and things like that because they normally don’t need 
water. They can get it out of the leaf if there’s enough moisture in the ground or rainfall, dew, 
things like that in the morning, but climate change is starting to impact those populations 
because of the continued increased drought and also the continued heat which is meaning 
they need to be either in habitat that has access to water or they need to go searching for water 
which exposes them to other threats.

BL What I’m hearing you say is it’s not just the sudden risks like a bushfire, there’s also the longer-
term risks like the drying out of the forest and therefore the reduction of moisture in the leaf 
matter that they are eating.

JT Yeah, that’s right. Climate change is not such a big impact on the coastal populations because 
our climate is shifting, but it’s quite subtle, but as you go west over the range, into the drier 
parts, and particularly as you’ve seen in the last three or four years with extensive drought 
and heat, koala populations, their distribution is shrinking. They’re shrinking in their range, 
and their population numbers, back to what we call refugia, so these are areas that still have 
the components of the habitat that they can survive – reasonably good moisture, maybe a 
little bit better rainfall, higher quality soil, access to water and lower threats – so that what’s 
happening to populations in a lot of those inland areas is they’re shrinking considerably back 
to these smaller areas and what we would call becoming locally extinct in many areas that they 
occurred historically.

BL That’s the problem, isn’t it? 

If you could make one thing happen to save koalas, what would it be?
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JT Probably the best thing that we work for, work through, is to, once we identify and know where 
these populations are, is to try to conserve habitat in the biggest, largest areas we can, so 
definitely adding to the reserve system, the national park reserve system, and managing that. 
As you see from the last fires, we need to try and manage climate impacts of wildfire on those 
populations. We also are working with private land owners to help them conserve larger areas 
of their properties to manage the koalas that are living there, so give them the best available 
information to be able to manage those populations, manage the threats to them, recognise 
that they need to lock up their dogs, help them to be able to manage fire, let regrowth and 
rehabilitate certain areas to increase the area of habitat. 

All those things are probably the best outcomes, but on the side of that we also need to 
manage things like road kill, and if anyone’s driven up the Pacific Highway from Sydney to 
Brisbane recently, you’ll notice there’s a lot of koala fencing. Primarily, when you go along the 
highway, you’ll see a fence with mesh on it and the top of it is sort of flopped over, they call it 
‘floppy top fencing’, so the floppy bit is for outside the highway so that, when the koala tries 
to climb the fence, it gets to the floppy bit and it falls back down and so it can’t get in. This 
fencing probably extends nearly all the way along the highway where there’s koala habitat and 
it funnels them along the fence to underpasses, and overpasses, so that the highway doesn’t 
become a barrier to their movement and they can still get numbers of animals moving from 
east to west and west to east along the highway, but, primarily, stopping them wandering on 
to the highway and getting struck by a car or a truck at night. Managing those other threats is 
quite important because they can significantly reduce the population.
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