
 Mornington Peninsula Koala Forum – 
Your Questions Answered 

About 
Mornington Peninsula Shire planned a public forum on Koalas for late March 
2020.  The forum was cancelled due to COVID-19.  In the lead up to the cancelled 
forum a survey was sent out to attendees who posed many questions to the 
presenters at the forum.  These questions have been collated here and provided with 
interim answers with kind assistance from Desley Whisson, Deakin University and 
Emily Hynes, Ecoplan Australia. Questions have been grouped according to themes. 
 
 

Mornington Peninsula Related Questions 

What is the current situation with regard to the Koala population on the 
Mornington Peninsula and what is the likely forecast in five years from now? 

Have we any idea of the numbers and location of Koalas on the Peninsula and 
how is information gathered? 
 
Deakin University’s research suggests that Koalas on the Mornington Peninsula are 
relatively widespread but mostly occur at low densities. They generally avoid highly 
urbanised areas (i.e. the western coast) and are rarely found in locations where there 
is little forest cover within a 1km radius. Deakin University has not studied fecundity 
or mortality rates so difficult to predict what will happen in the next 5 years.  

 

What area of the peninsula is most impacted by reduced Koala numbers?  On 
the reverse of that, are there areas on the peninsula where there is evidence of 
thriving colonies? 

 
Koalas seem to be doing best in the areas where there has been least development 
(e.g. Somers, Balnarring Beach, Arthurs Seat). They do not do well along the heavily 
urbanised west coast although sometimes are spotted there. 
 

Can we expect to be able to establish, maintain and protect sustainable, 
genetically diverse populations on the Mornington Peninsula? 

 
Maintaining Koala populations on the Mornington Peninsula is possible but requires 
maintaining current Koala habitat, especially Eucalypt trees. Increasing Koala habitat 
by planting more trees in areas known to be inhabited by Koalas will also help ensure 
this. Establishing Koala populations in areas where they aren’t currently is only 
possible by linking these areas to habitats where Koalas are. Relocating Koalas to 
new areas is not possible. 
 
Koalas on the Mornington Peninsula are not genetically diverse (like most other 
Victorian Koalas) and this is unlikely to change. 
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What action has been proposed and accepted to tackle the dwindling Koala 
colonies on the Mornington Peninsula? 

 
There are already efforts to increase the habitat for Koalas and to link larger forest 
remnants through establishing ‘biolinks’. Landcare and Friends Groups work on this 
and the Shire has developed a biolinks decision tool. 
 

Can residents living adjacent to known Koala habitats be encouraged to plant 
suitable trees - maybe with half price or free trees provided by council? 
 
The Shire Nursery supplies local indigenous plants at affordable prices and can 
provide advice on species selection for all types of revegetation projects. See further 
below for suitable Koala tree species.  
 
The Shire Nursery is located at The Briars, 450 Nepean Highway, Mount Martha, and 
can be contacted on 5974 8417 or nursery@mornpen.vic.gov.au. 
 
For more information visit : https://www.mornpen.vic.gov.au/Activities/The-
Briars/Shire-Briars-Nursery 
 
Following the cancellation of the Koala forum, the Shire provided two hundred trees 
to residents to plant as Koala habitat.  

Given the current high levels of urban development on the Mornington 
Peninsula, is it reasonable, or even ethical, to take measures to promote an 
increased population of Koalas in this area? 

 
It would be most reasonable to enhance habitat for Koalas where there is the least 
development. 
 

French Island has too many Koalas. Greater than x1/HA.....on some properties 
up to x8/HA. Wouldn’t the efforts and funding be better spent on attaining a 
sustainable population of Koalas on French Island thru hormonal implant 
desexing? 

 
Noting that Koalas on French Island are already being managed by State 
government agencies, and does not require funding from the Shire, this question 
raises the most significant conundrum in Koala conservation. There are many 
populations, particularly in Queensland and NSW, where Koala numbers are 
declining. In contrast, there are a few populations in southern Australia, such as 
French Island, where Koalas are so numerous that they can over-eat their preferred 
eucalypt food trees. Without management intervention, this can lead to tree death 
and starvation of Koalas. The growth rate of the French Island Koala population is 

mailto:nursery@mornpen.vic.gov.au
https://www.mornpen.vic.gov.au/Activities/The-Briars/Shire-Briars-Nursery
https://www.mornpen.vic.gov.au/Activities/The-Briars/Shire-Briars-Nursery
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managed through contraceptive implants, sometimes in combination with 
translocation. These programs are funded and run by Parks Victoria and the 
Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning.  

 
A lot is known about the Koala population on French Island due to decades of 
research and on-going management programs. In contrast, there is limited 
information about the Koalas on the Mornington Peninsula, though research is 
underway. Koalas on the Mornington Peninsula are subject to many threats which 
could lead to their decline. These include habitat loss and fragmentation and 
increased risk of mortality via vehicle collision and domestic dogs.    

 
It is vital that the French Island Koala population continues to be managed to prevent 
further tree death and Koala welfare issues. Focusing all our funding and efforts on 
managing the French Island Koala population, at the expense of mitigating threats in 
other populations, would be ‘putting all our eggs in one basket’. A single fire or 
disease outbreak could easily decimate the French Island population. This is why it is 
important to research, monitor and conserve as many Koala populations as possible, 
including those on the Mornington Peninsula. 
 

How many Koala are reported killed or injured per year on Mornington 
Peninsula? 
 
Incidental data recorded for the Mornington Peninsula Shire Fauna Atlas 2012 shows 
that from 2007 to 2011, 25 Koalas were recorded killed on roads.  Further work is 
required to see how we can source and collate data on on-going records of Koala 
deaths.   
 

Can Koalas exist in the current Mornington Peninsula environment with loss of 
habitat, cars +++ and dogs +++. 

 
They can persist in locations which have not been intensively developed. Their future 
depends on maintaining current habitat and expanding that habitat. 
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Wildlife Hospital Questions 

Where might a wildlife hospital be located? 

What kind of volunteer opportunities might be available at a wildlife hospital? 

Who would fund a wildlife hospital? 

Will a wildlife hospital be dedicated to Koalas or include other native animals? 

Who would run the hospital/pay for the hospital? 
 
Mornington Peninsula Shire Council is supporting and advocating for a wildlife 
hospital on the Mornington Peninsula. There is a lot of work to be done before these 
questions can be answered. 
 
 

How to Help Questions 

If we have some decent habitat, with dogs controlled, how do we volunteer to 
take Koalas displaced by the fires? 

 
It is not possible to volunteer to take Koalas displaced by fires. Koalas impacted by 
fires are not being relocated far from their original location. 
 

How can we alert locals to Koalas we know to be in the area and to be mindful 
of them (specifically when driving)? 

 
In addition to the standard wildlife road signs, the Shire is trialling electronic warning 
signs and is exploring other technologies. 

 

Can authorities plant habitat trees on public land or can we the public be 
encouraged to do this? 

 
The most important thing we can do is protect existing habitat trees on both public 
and private land. The Shire supports the work of Landcare and Friends Groups to 
protect and establish habitat. 
 
 

Are there programs for students? 
 

Students can get involved through Landcare and Friends Groups. 
 
Visit: https://www.mornpen.vic.gov.au/Your-Property/Environment/Get-Involved 

https://www.mornpen.vic.gov.au/Your-Property/Environment/Get-Involved


 Mornington Peninsula Koala Forum – 
Your Questions Answered 

 

How can we help? 

What is the easiest thing people can do to help? 
 

Protect existing Koala trees and habitat. Limit pruning of trees or shrubs used by 
Koalas. Check for Koala use (look for faecal pellets on the ground) before pruning 
trees or shrubs. Even non-eucalypts provide shelter for cover.  Plant Koala trees, 
keep dogs on leash in reserves, make sure that fences are Koala friendly (i.e. ones 
that Koalas can climb), adopt Koala-friendly driving behaviour. 

 

Will wildlife carers be offered more assistance in how to properly care for 
Koalas specifically? 
 
Wildlife rehabilitation volunteers, authorised as Wildlife Shelter Operators or Foster 
Carers by Department of Environment Land Water and Planning (DELWP), assist 
wildlife found in pain or distress.  DELWP recommends that wildlife carers volunteer 
with an experienced authorised shelter to gain experience.  
 

What trees do we plant? 
 

The most important thing we can do is protect existing habitat trees and surrounding 
vegetation. Planting trees is also important. Depending on which area of the 
peninsula you live, the following Koala food trees might be suitable: 
 
Highly preferred food trees:  
Manna Gum Eucalyptus viminalis 
Swamp Gum Eucalyptus ovata  

 
Other suitable food trees: 
Messmate Eucalyptus obliqua  
Narrow-leaved Peppermint Eucalyptus radiata  
 
Koalas also use non-food trees to shelter in, particularly Acacia species. 
 
Before you plant it is important to check which trees are suitable for your local area, 
as some parts of the peninsula are not suitable for Koala tree plantings. You can 
view a map showing areas of the peninsula suitable for Koala tree plantings here: 
https://www.mpkoalas.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Koala_Tree_Planting-
MAP.pdf 
 

https://www.mpkoalas.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Koala_Tree_Planting-MAP.pdf
https://www.mpkoalas.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Koala_Tree_Planting-MAP.pdf
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The Shire’s revegetation plant guides provide information on species suitable for your 
local area: https://www.mornpen.vic.gov.au/Your-Property/Environment/Flora-Fauna-
Biodiversity/Revegetation-Plant-Guides 
 

How do we propagate or attain Koala trees? 
 

Speak to Landcare or your local indigenous plant nursery. If you have Koala food trees 
on your property (i.e. Manna Gum, Narrow-leaved Peppermint and Swamp Gum), it’s 
important to protect these existing trees. You can also collect the seed from these trees 
yourself, germinate in seedling pots, and plant out the seedlings. 
 

Is there any fund-raising ideas the public can get involved in for our wild 
Koalas? 

 
Any funding towards creating more habitat would be great.  

 

Will there opportunities for volunteers to assist in Koala management on the 
Peninsula, if so how? 

 
Joining a Landcare or Friends Group provides great opportunities for protecting and 
providing Koala habitat. Follow the links below to find out more. 
 
Mornington Peninsula Koala Conservation Landcare Group: 
https://www.mpkoalas.org.au/about-us/ 
 
Other Mornington Peninsula Landcare Groups: 
https://mplandcare.org.au/landcare-groups/ 
 
Local Friends Groups:  
https://www.mornpen.vic.gov.au/Your-Property/Environment/Get-Involved/Friends-
Groups 
 
 

Bushfire Related Questions 

How can preserving Koala habitat and Bushfire prevention work together and 
not against each other? 

 
Preservation of Koala habitat and bushfire prevention can be compatible if the 
appropriate burning regimes are applied. Frequent, low intensity burns which don’t 
damage the canopy can maintain Koala habitat and help prevent extreme fires. 
Indigenous cultural burning practices are compatible with Koala conservation. 

https://www.mornpen.vic.gov.au/Your-Property/Environment/Flora-Fauna-Biodiversity/Revegetation-Plant-Guides
https://www.mornpen.vic.gov.au/Your-Property/Environment/Flora-Fauna-Biodiversity/Revegetation-Plant-Guides
https://www.mpkoalas.org.au/about-us/
https://mplandcare.org.au/landcare-groups/
https://www.mornpen.vic.gov.au/Your-Property/Environment/Get-Involved/Friends-Groups
https://www.mornpen.vic.gov.au/Your-Property/Environment/Get-Involved/Friends-Groups
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Has the recent bushfires intensified the fact that conservation of Koalas was 
not importance, but now is due to the loss of such large numbers? 

 
The recent bushfires have not had a significant impact on the total number of Koalas 
in Victoria. Most of the Victorian fires were in low quality Koala habitat, and it has 
been estimated that around 5% of the population was affected. 

 

Given the recent bushfire and the amount of species particularly Koalas that 
were killed, is there consideration for undertaking cultural burns as a method 
of preventing catastrophic fires and increasing diversity of species in general? 

 
Fuel reduction and ecological burns are already being undertaken throughout 
Victoria. Even with these control burns, catastrophic fires still occur. 
 
 

Planning Questions 

With development continuously advancing, what are the projections for Koalas 
and wildlife in general over the next 50 years? 

 
Wildlife that can’t adapt to landscape modification and urbanization will be lost from 
those areas of development. Koalas can cope with some habitat modification but not 
intensive urbanization. If development continues on the Mornington Peninsula, Koala 
populations will contract in range to larger areas of habitat (e.g. Arthur’s Seat). Some 
wildlife actually thrives in modified landscapes (e.g. Common ringtails, Powerful 
owls), provided that their food and shelter resources are available. 

 

Why does MPS allow pine plantings? 
 

The Shire works to promote the value of indigenous plants on private land.  Laws 
apply to declared noxious weeds; pines are not declared noxious weeds. 

 

Is the govt able to limit land clearing? 
 

The Mornington Peninsula Planning Scheme provides strong protection of 
indigenous vegetation through planning zones and planning overlays. 

 

Why do people continue to move down to Mornington Peninsula replace the 
native bush with agapanthus and cypress pine hedges? 
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A good question indeed! Ignorance?   

I believe that the 'elephant in the room' is the Ross Trust's application to clear 
93 acres of primary forest between two sections of the Arthur's Seat State Park 
to build a new quarry. The Trust has avoided genuine community consultation 
by applying directly to the State Planning Minister. Do the panel members feel 
that it is appropriate to apply for grants for Koala habitat restoration from the 
Ross Trust? Are the experts on the panel prepared to make statements of 
support for maintaining this land in its current form when the EES 
(Environmental Effects Statement) has been released? 
 
The EES will be reviewed once it has been released.  

 

With planning on the Mornington Peninsula, is the movement of Koalas taken 
into consideration, and how is the isolation of habitat pockets impacting 
species diversity and survival? 
 
The requirements for planning permits for vegetation removal under the Mornington 
Peninsula Planning Scheme allow consideration of the effects of vegetation removal. 
 

Planning regulations prevent residents in some areas planting or maintaining 
trees above 1.5m high. Is this kind of regulation counter to assisting the 
provision of food sources, particularly with properties that are near reserves? 

 
There has been a study to identify Koala-friendly plantings that are appropriate for 
urban south-east Queensland 
(https://www.moretonbay.qld.gov.au/files/assets/public/services/environment/urban-
Koala-tree-project.pdf). A similar approach could be taken for the Mornington 
Peninsula. 
 
 

Koala Health and Koala Specifics Questions 

How do we tell the sex of Koalas that regularly frequent our property? 
 

There are a few features of Koalas that allow us to distinguish between the sexes: 
 

• Like many mammals, male Koalas are bigger than females.  

• Mature adult males have a scent gland on their chest. You can see a moist, 
darkly fringed and hairless patch down the centre of their chest. Note that 
females sometimes have a crease in the fur of their chest. This is 
distinguished from a scent gland in a male by having no brown colouring. 

• Males noses are larger relative to their head.  

https://www.moretonbay.qld.gov.au/files/assets/public/services/environment/urban-koala-tree-project.pdf
https://www.moretonbay.qld.gov.au/files/assets/public/services/environment/urban-koala-tree-project.pdf
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• Male Koalas bellow (mostly during the breeding season). 

• Testes can occasionally be observed between the lower legs of males. 

• Over spring and summer, a female may have a joey on its back or close by in 
the tree. In autumn and winter, if you look closely you might see a lump 
around the lower abdomen showing that there is a young in the pouch. 

• As a marsupial, females have a pouch which is very low down on the stomach 
– the opening is much lower down than a kangaroos. But unfortunately, it is 
hard to see while a Koala is in a tree. 

 

Examples of male Koalas 
 

  
Photo credit: Martin Taube 
 
An example of a female Koala 
 

 
Photo credit: Geoff Shaw  
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Are peninsula Koalas healthy? 
 

In general, yes. They are known to have Chlamydia (an infection that can impact 
fertility of females), but no more so than any other Victorian mainland population. 

 

Do Koalas require access to a water supply during extreme heat or prolonged 
drought? 

 
Historically, Koalas have been able to get enough moisture from the leaves that they 
eat. However, heatwaves and droughts change the amount of water that is present in 
leaves.  Under climate change we expect that there will be an increase in the 
frequency of heatwaves and droughts. Researchers in Gunnedah, NSW, have 
investigated whether Koalas benefit from water supplementation. They put out water 
stations (nick named Blinky Drinkers) with wildlife cameras. The water stations were 
used by Koalas all year but were used more in hot and dry conditions.  
 
The Mornington Peninsula is wetter and cooler than Gunnedah, so water stations are 
likely to be less critical for Koalas because the moisture content of leaves is expected 
to be higher. However, in future droughts or heatwaves, it wouldn’t hurt to set up 
water stations in trees and monitor their use by Koalas and other wildlife. 

 
After bushfires, social media is often filled with cute images of people giving water 
directly to Koalas from bottles. This is NOT recommended because it is dangerous 
for Koalas. They can inhale water into their lungs, potentially leading to pneumonia. It 
is best to let Koalas lap water from a container or your hand. 
 

What is the minimum and optimal size i.e. hectares required to support a 
sustainable Koala population? 

 
This is difficult to answer. It depends on the number, type and distribution of trees, as 
well as other threats in the landscape. Small islands (like French Island) can support 
a population although not a sustainable one. Koalas need to be able to disperse. 

 

Has the health of Koalas improved in Victoria and around Australia or are 
populations still in decline due to disease and habitat loss? 

 
The overall trend in Queensland and New South Wales is for Koala populations to be 
in decline due to a range of threats including habitat loss, hotter droughts, disease 
and increased mortality from domestic dogs and vehicle collision. Accordingly, 
Koalas are listed as ‘Vulnerable’ under Australian government legislation in these 
states. 
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The situation in Victoria and South Australia is more complex. In several locations 
(e.g. French Island, Cape Otway and Budj Bim National Park) Koalas are considered 
‘overabundant’ because they are at such high densities that they cause defoliation of 
their preferred food trees. Besides these high-profile populations, little formal 
monitoring of Koala populations in Victoria has been completed. So, we have little 
information on whether they are increasing, decreasing or stable. But, overall, Koala 
populations in Victoria are doing okay. This is why they are not listed under Victorian 
or Australian government legislation.  

 

Prior to the 'bushfire crisis' I thought that a group of researchers had been 
looking at diversifying Koala's food sources by manipulating their gut biome. 
This means that if faeces from Koalas which can digest alternate food sources 
such as pine needles, are delivered to other Koalas these Koalas will then be 
able to digest pine needles. Can the panel members comment? How practical 
is this in widening our local Koalas' food options (other eucalypt trees)? 

 
It is true that there has been research into the Koala’s microbiome. However, this 
was aimed at getting Koalas to eat other less preferred Eucalyptus species such as 
Messmate. It would not be possible to entirely switch a Koala’s diet to something like 
pine needles. 

 

What can be done to conserve our Koalas? 
 
Maintain current trees.  Limit pruning of any tree/shrub used by Koalas. Check for 
Koala use (faecal pellets on the ground) before pruning any tree/shrub. Even non-
eucalypts provide shelter for cover.  Plant Koala trees, keep dogs on leash in 
reserves, make sure that fences are Koala friendly (i.e. ones that Koalas can climb), 
adopt Koala-friendly driving behaviour. 
 

How could we best protect their habitat? 
 

Everyone can play a role in this. Koala habitat on the Mornington Peninsula occurs 
both on private and public land. Retaining eucalypt trees and other habitat across the 
peninsula is essential. 
 

How do we provide a safe passage across roads? 
 

Vehicle collision can be a significant cause of mortality for Koalas, particularly in 
urban areas. It has been identified as a key threatening process for the survival and 
persistence of Koalas in Australia.  
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We can increase the chances of Koalas safely crossing roads by providing Koala-
specific wildlife crossings and by changing driver behaviour.  
 
Wildlife crossings are structures either beneath or above roads which allow wildlife to 
safely move across. These are often used in combination with fencing to direct 
wildlife to the appropriate crossing points. Ideally, plans for these structures are 
incorporated as roads are built, although it is possible to retrofit existing road 
structures.  
 
Most investigations into Koala crossing have been conducted in NSW and 
Queensland. Existing bridge underpasses and culverts have been modified to allow 
Koalas to move under roads. Logs and ledges were placed inside to encourage 
Koalas to pass through. The environment outside the structure can be made more 
attractive to Koalas by planting appropriate trees or installing Koala resting poles.   
 
Koalas don’t use rope bridges despite these commonly being used by other tree-
based animals such as possums and gliders. Wildlife overpasses are vegetated land 
bridges which connect areas of bushland and are more commonly used over multi-
laned roads.  
 
Koala ‘climb outs’ have been used in locations where Koalas are at risk of being 
trapped on roads where there are steep embankments that are hard to climb out of. 
 
The risk of vehicle collision with a Koala increases with increased speed and traffic 
volumes. Driver behaviour can be influenced by increasing driver awareness of Koala 
‘hotspots’ through increased signage. Variable Message Signs have been used in 
south-east Queensland to alert drivers to slow down. Speed restrictions and speed 
humps can also be used to slow down drivers in key areas.  
 
 

Other Questions 

How does the Mornington Shire evaluate the $ value of tourists to the 
Mornington re sighting of Koala’s? 
 
Mornington Peninsula Tourism webpage directs visitors to many natural attractions 
on the Mornington Peninsula and includes references to opportunities to view wildlife. 

What ideas do you have to educate Mornington Peninsula residents? 
 

Media, advertising at community events (the Mornington Peninsula Koala 
Conservation group is already doing this), and highlighting Koalas (and other forest 
wildlife) in the school curriculums. 
  


