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AUSTRALIA ENVIRONMENT

 KOALAS ARE SO universally adored it seems hard to 
believe they were once the most intensively exploited of 
any native Australian species. But this charismatic and 
gentle “native bear” was very nearly hunted to extinction 
within living memory, in the same reckless era that saw 

the destruction of the Tasmanian tiger.
Although we’ve stopped shooting and baiting koalas, habitat loss 

may well finish them off in the next few decades. The Australian Koala 
Foundation (AKF) estimates less than 100,000 remain in the wild, 
with 80 per cent on privately owned land. Much of this dwindling 
population is at the mercy of property developers, particularly in the 
former koala stronghold of southern Queensland. 

“Deforestation and rapid urbanisation are devastating koala popu-
lations,” says AKF executive director Deborah Tabart. “They’re losing 
the trees they call home every day. Disease, cars and dogs become a 

serious threat to koalas when habitat is cleared for roads and housing 
estates. More than 4000 koalas are killed each year by cars and dogs 
alone, and even more are killed by disease caused by stress.”

The AKF has declared this month Save The Koala Month. 
Initiatives include tree planting, koala tours and the sale of temporary 
koala tattoos, underpinning two specific goals. “We want the 
Australian Government to list the koala as a threatened species across 
its entire range, and we want the protection of koala habitat enshrined 
in a National Koala Act.” 

Funded by public donations, since 1986 the Brisbane-based AKF 
has spent $7.5 million on koala research, conservation and habitat 
restoration. Its online Koala Habitat Atlas displays just how fragmented 
and precarious the koalas’ natural range is today. “It aims to provide 
decision makers with shire-by-shire information to influence planning 
and management around prime koala real estate,” says Tabart. D
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Such detail is vital, the AKF says, because at present koala survival 
largely hinges on land-use choices made at local government level. 
“Local extinctions of koala populations are occurring regularly,” says 
Tabart. “And the long-term viability of the species is already threatened 
with genetic weakness.”

Koalas evolved as masters of the low profile; Europeans were 10 
years in Australia before anyone mentioned seeing one. The “bears” 
remained little more than a slow-moving Aboriginal delicacy until 
the 1870s, when America was running short of fur-bearing animals. 
Coincidentally, koala abundance was then at an all-time high due to 
the decline of indigenous hunting. Suddenly, an obscure marsupial 
became a gumleaf-chewing goldmine for the global fur trade. 

Dense and waterproof, koala pelt won favour in North America and 
Europe. By 1924, the year two million skins were shipped overseas, 
koalas were extinct in South Australia and severely depleted in NSW 
and Victoria. Queensland, although protecting them in 1919, declared 
an open season in 1927 that saw 800,000 koalas slaughtered in a 
single month – more than eight times today’s entire wild population.

Known as Black August, this last-ever legal hunt was extremely 
unpopular, with koalas by then increasingly seen as a beloved national 
symbol. Public backlash is thought to have contributed to the Queens-
land government’s loss in the next election. 

Early environmentalists were already insisting koalas had more 
monetary value as tourist attractions than as coats or hats. Today, 

How much can a koala bear?
Save The Koala Month focuses on conserving the precious eucalypt forests 
that a beloved national symbol needs to avoid extinction.

Australian Koala Foundation’s Deborah 
Tabart, aka Koala Woman, with one of her 
charges (left); koala cluster (below) 
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Roads are a 
major threat

For more information visit www.savethekoala.com 

Koala sits in the
old gum tree

the AKF confirms their foresight, estimating koalas help generate up 
to 2.5 billion tourist dollars annually, with 75 per cent of overseas 
visitors coming to Australia at least partly to see a koala.

US President Herbert Hoover emerged as an unlikely koala saviour 
in 1930, closing his nation’s markets to koala product in response to 
a personal request from the Wildlife Preservation Society of Australia. 
But koalas didn’t win full protection until October 1937, well after 
their hides had lost economic viability.

Despite the belated reprieve, koala numbers are still falling, along 
with the trees they so completely depend upon. Some 80 per cent of 
Australia’s eucalypt coverage is gone forever and 80 per cent of the 
rest is unprotected. “A eucalyptus forest is nearly impossible to 
replace,” says Tabart. “By logging and woodchipping, you set the 
forest back more than 200 years. Koalas need young trees and old 
trees, food trees and shade trees.”

Compounding koala woe is climate change; increased carbon 
dioxide levels have been found to reduce the nutrient value of gum-
leaves. Even so, Tabart holds some hope for their future. “Koalas and 
humans can live together happily,” she says. “If we work to protect 
trees, make sure our dogs are inside at night and drive at the speed 
limit, we’ll be helping to protect koalas.” �
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