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onsider this: Feral cats roam across 99.8
percent of Australia, yet for most of us, the
only cats we ever come into contact with are
family pets. How is that possible?

The answer is simple. Feral cats are quiet, cunning,
cautious, generally solitary and almost always on
the move. This makes trying to control them a
difficult task, but doing so is essential to the future
of biodiversity in this country - and one of the great
challenges for Australian conservationists.
The threat that feral cats pose to our native species
has of course long been recognised - Australia’s
first national feral cat threat abatement plan was
published in 1999 – but worryingly little progress
has been made. If we’re to stop species like the
Night Parrot and Red-tailed Phascogale from going
extinct, we need to get serious about investing in
novel techniques, new technologies, and research
that helps us better understand and anticipate the
movements of feral cats. In ‘The problem with cats’
(p. 2), Hannah James looks at a few different
approaches that our staff and partners are taking to
cat control across arid landscapes in Queensland.

our Kojonup Reserve in Western Australia.
Predation by feral cats is considered to be the
primary cause behind the decline of Red-tailed
Phascogales, so to see the Kojonup population
thriving today in an unfenced environment shows
me what is possible when our native species are
given a chance.
The final story in this edition of bushtracks is
a special one – that of our long-time supporter
Annelie Holden and her extraordinary gift: the
Round House, our newest reserve. Located just an
hour’s drive north of Melbourne, on Taungurung
country, the Round House will be a place where
the Bush Heritage community can come together
to connect with each other and our work. With 270
degree views from Mount Bulla to Mount Macedon
it is sure to give many people much joy, just as it did
Annelie and her partner George. I look forward to
seeing you there.

Heather Campbell
Chief Executive Officer

This year marks the tenth anniversary of Bush
Heritage’s first species translocation – when 30
endangered Red-tailed Phascogales (small, fluffytailed, tree-dwelling marsupials) were moved to
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The problem
with cats
Feral cats kill an estimated 2 billion
animals in Australia every year, but nuanced
solutions on Bush Heritage reserves and
partnership properties across Australia are
helping to turn the tide.
STORY BY HANNAH JAME S
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Dr Steve Murphy sets up a motion sensor camera next to a
Night Parrot roost in Spinifex grass on Pullen Pullen Reserve,
Maiawali country, Qld. Photo by Lyndon Mechielsen

“T

here’s absolutely no silver bullet when
it comes to cat control,” says University
of Queensland ornithologist Dr Steve
Murphy. “So that means we’ve got to work out ways
to make the tools we have more efficient.”

Steve is one of Australia’s foremost experts on Night
Parrots, a critically endangered bird found on Bush
Heritage’s Pullen Pullen Reserve, Maiawali country
in Queensland, where a live Night Parrot was sighted
eight years ago for the first time in almost a century.
At 56,000 hectares, the outback reserve is a vast
expanse of rich red plains broken by dramatic tabletopped mesas and spinifex mounds, where, if you’re
very lucky, you might just find a Night Parrot nest
tucked away on the ground.
These spiky mounds provide Night Parrots with an
almost impenetrable fortress, but the moment the
birds step outside them they are exposed to their
biggest threat: feral cats.
“Night Parrots nest on the ground, which makes
them highly vulnerable to predation,” says Steve.
“They’re nocturnal, which is when cats are mostly
hunting. And when the young birds are in the nest,
they become incredibly vocal just before they fledge –
which of course draws cats in from all over the place.”

“They’re nocturnal, which is
when cats are mostly hunting.
And when the young birds are in
the nest, they become incredibly
vocal just before they fledge.”
It’s for this reason that cat control is the major focus
of Bush Heritage’s work on Pullen Pullen. About
35 cats have been removed from the reserve over
the past 18 months alone using a combination of
shooting and trapping. But finding those cats has
been time consuming and costly and there are many
more still out there, which is where Steve’s research
comes in. He has been tracking feral cats on Pullen
Pullen by capturing them and fitting them with
GPS collars to see whether he can identify landscape
features such as dune tops or creek lines that they
frequent in order to improve the effectiveness of
Bush Heritage’s cat control there.
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1
Ethabuka's rich diversity of reptiles is under threat from
feral cats. Photo by Peter Morris

“We’ve now got really good information about where
these cats went over the past six months,” says Steve.
“So let’s imagine we’re a reserve manager and we’ve
got 50 cat traps to put out across the 20,000 hectares
of core Night Parrot habitat. Where should we put
those traps to get that optimal encounter rate?”
Steve’s research is contributing to a rapidly growing
pool of knowledge about feral cat behaviour that is
changing the way cat control is carried out on Bush
Heritage reserves across Australia.
Nowhere is this more important than in arid
landscapes. About one third of arid zone mammal
species have disappeared since European settlement,
and feral cats are considered to be the main culprit,
posing a greater threat to native animals than
climate change or wildfire.
On Ethabuka Reserve, Wangkamadla country,
in far western Queensland, the decline has been
chronicled in almost three decades of data collected
by researchers at the University of Sydney’s Desert
Ecology Research Group (DERG), led by Professors
Chris Dickman and Glenda Wardle.
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“We’ve seen some species drop out of our records
altogether, while with others their numbers are
gradually declining,” says Chris. “The pattern of
loss just can’t continue.”
For Ethabuka Reserve Manager Dr Helene Aubault,
it’s a trend she’s determined to turn around.
“Ethabuka has the richest diversity of reptiles in
Australia. It’s also home to many small mammals
like Mulgaras, Hopping Mice and Planigales – all
the perfect-size for feral cats.”
Just like on Pullen Pullen, cat control is particularly
difficult at Ethabuka. The reserve’s size (215,000
hectares, roughly the area of greater Sydney), lack
of roads, and terrain (spinifex plains - perfect for
hiding behind), make it very difficult to hunt cats
there.
Helene realised a more targeted approach was also
needed, and she found it in the one driving factor
that all desert-dwellers have in common: the search
for water.

bushtracks

1
Vast spaces, few roads and endless mounds of spinifex make
it hard to find cats on arid reserves like Pullen Pullen and
Ethabuka. Photo by Lachlan Gardiner

Although cats get most of their water from their prey,
Helene discovered that they congregate at Ethabuka’s
waterholes to drink and hunt during extreme
heatwaves (not uncommon during the Summer
months). For her study, she placed motion-sensor
cameras at springs, sand dunes and roads across the
reserve. Far greater cat activity was recorded at the
springs during heatwave events than at any other site.
This knowledge will allow Helene to target cats
at Ethabuka more efficiently – focusing it around
the springs during hot summer months, when
cat populations are typically lowest, to limit any
potential population boom in response to wet season
rains later in the year.
Her strategy might not be a silver bullet, but
complex issues require complex solutions, and she is
not alone in her battle.
On Olkola country in Cape York, Aboriginal rangers
are using motion-activated Felixer cat traps to help
reduce predation on Alwal, the Golden-shouldered
Parrot. When the traps were first trialled, they
misidentified Dingoes, a culturally significant species

for Olkola people, as cats. So the rangers worked with
the traps’ creators until that risk was mitigated.
In south-west Western Australia, a highly
fragmented landscape in which properties are
smaller and land ownership more diverse, a new
project is bringing together farmers, Traditional
Owners, Bush Heritage ecologists and WA Parks
and Wildlife staff to collaboratively tackle cats,
foxes and rabbits across 37,000 hectares.
Dozens more projects with equally nuanced
approaches are being rolled out across Australia.
So, while the scale of the problem might be daunting
and the work not very pleasant, as Helene says:
“it’s worth it knowing we’re giving native species
the chance to survive and reproduce.”
Dr Murphy’s research at Pullen Pullen was funded
by the Threatened Species Recovery Hub (National
Environmental Science Program) and the University
of Queensland. The Britton Family (Brighton Downs
Station) and Alistair McDonald (Mt Windsor Station)
provided important logistical support.
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Defined by
the bush
Susan and Peter feel an intimate connection
to the Australian bush, which is why they’ve left
a gift in their Wills that will help ensure
its protection into the future.
STORY BY AME LIA CADDY
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Bush Heritage supporter Susan Ball on her bush property in
Victoria's Otways region. Photo by Amelia Caddy

S

through the trees – a new sound for this region as
Koalas from the famed Cape Otway population
slowly expand their range.

It’s the first time they’ve seen the nocturnal
marsupials here, despite having often heard their
high-pitched ‘yip, yips’ during many a dark night.
For the Melbourne-based couple, being able to
observe such natural wonders – be it a new species
sighting or an orchid in bloom - is one of the great
joys of the Australian bush.

It’s now over two decades since Susan and Peter
first took over custodianship of this property, and
it is still as close to its original condition as could
be hoped. But the pair wanted to also support
conservation on a broader scale, so, in addition to
regular donations to Bush Heritage, they decided to
bequest their Otways property and others to Bush
Heritage in their Wills. Revenue from the eventual
sale of these properties will go towards the future
protection and connection of threatened landscapes
across Australia – “and that’s a fine legacy by me,”
says Peter.

usan Ball and Peter Turnbull have just seen
two Sugar Gliders climbing the limbs of
a Messmate tree on their 44-hectare bush
property in Victoria’s Otways region, Gadabanud
and Eastern Maar country, and they are ecstatic.

“You never quite know what you’re going to find
here - there’s always an element of discovery, and
that’s an incredible thing for us to have – to be able
to witness the changing nature of the land, and just
be in awe of it,” says Susan.
Susan has been supporting Bush Heritage since the
beginning, having first heard about the organisation
when Bob Brown was canvassing support to
purchase what would become Bush Heritage’s
founding reserves – Liffey River and Drys Bluff –
thus saving them from wood-chipping. The concept
of buying land to guarantee its protection struck a
chord with the couple.
“I thought that was the best idea; to put endangered
land in private hands that would take care of it,” says
Susan. “Buying this property was our contribution
to that idea, on a smaller scale. We just had to secure
it to ensure it stays as it should be: a home for all the
plants, animals and birds that live here.”
Never logged or grazed, and completely weed free,
the bush block is, as Peter describes it, “a rare and
beautiful thing.” Predominantly Messmate and
Narrow-leaved Peppermint forest, with smoothbarked eucalypts in the gullies, it contains a diversity
of species that keeps Susan and Peter constantly
reaching for their binoculars: Gang-gang and Black
Cockatoos, Sugar Gliders, Long-nosed Bandicoots,
kangaroos, potoroos, wallabies, and echidnas all
call this place home, and they’re discovering others
every day.

“For me, I am nothing without
these landscapes, without
the bush in my life, without
Australian landscapes in my
life. They sustain me, they
define me,” says Susan.
For Susan and Peter, their decision to remember
Bush Heritage in their Wills comes back to
safeguarding the places that have brought them joy
in their lifetimes.
“For me, I am nothing without these landscapes,
without the bush in my life, without Australian
landscapes in my life. They sustain me, they define
me,” says Susan. “It gives me a lot of comfort to know
that something worthwhile will come from my death,
that the places that have sustained me in my life can
continue and that bushland like this will be secure.”
If you’re considering leaving a gift to Bush Heritage
in your Will or would like more information about our
Gifts in Wills program, please contact our team on
1300 628 873, email bequests@bushheritage.org.au
or visit www.bushheritage.org.au/bequests

Later that same evening, when the Sugar Gliders
have scurried away and we’re tucked up in our tents,
we all hear the deep growls of Koalas reverberating
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A gift like
no other
Long-time Bush Heritage supporter and volunteer
Annelie Holden once used her bush property as an
escape from the city. Now she has donated it to Bush
Heritage so it can start a new life as a conservation
reserve and our first ever education centre.
STORY BY HANNAH JAME S

A

nnelie Holden has enjoyed an adventurous
life. Born in England to Dutch parents, she
emigrated to Australia in 1965 with her
brother, Anthony Jannink, driving overland from
the UK to India, before boarding a boat to Australia.
“We bought ourselves a Ford Cortina, got in and
drove off,” she says matter-of-factly. “It took us
about three months.”
Adventure enough for some, but not Annelie. She
went on to become Telstra’s first female branch
manager, to travel the world – and to regularly
camp out on a bush property she and Anthony
bought in 1972, about an hour north of Melbourne,
on Taungurung country. “We had a small flat in
South Yarra, and we just wanted somewhere to sit
outside,” explains Annelie. “We looked at houses
with gardens, but they were much too expensive, so
we just bought a block of land out of town.”
True to form, that was an adventure, too: it had no
water and no buildings. “We had to cart water in
until we built a shed with a roof that could catch
water. We camped in there until we had the Round
House built in 1979.” They enlisted noted architect
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Gregory Burgess to create a house that took
advantage of the spectacular 270-degree views (“On
a clear day you can see from Mount Bulla to Mount
Macedon”).
For Annelie and her partner, George Dalton, it was
a treasured retreat, and the two spent more and
more time there over the decades. “I’ve always loved
being out in the country, and I’ve always loved the
environment,” says Annelie. “I feel more and more
that the environment is fundamental to everything.
All life stems from it and if we don’t conserve it, then
all life is going to be the poorer.”
When Bush Heritage was founded in 1991, Annelie
and George became two of its earliest donors –
their supporter number was 115. The couple
explored the option of buying a property to donate
to Bush Heritage, but nothing suitable came
up. “Then George hit on the idea of donating the
Round House.”
The pair duly wrote the gift into their Wills. When
George passed away six years ago, Annelie began
volunteering at Bush Heritage two mornings a week.
And when it became clear that all 87 hectares of the

“I feel more and more
that the environment is
fundamental to everything.
All life stems from it and if we
don’t conserve it, then all life
is going to be the poorer.”

8
Bush Heritage supporter and volunteer Annelie Holden on
the Round House Reserve, Taungurung country, north of
Melbourne.

Round House were becoming too much for Annelie
– who is now 86 – to manage, she had a bright idea.
“It was lonely up there without him,” she says. “And
last year, part of the roof blew off. The insurance
covered it, but that was the straw that broke the
camel’s back. So I thought, ‘why don’t I give it to
[Bush Heritage] now?’”
Not only was the gift perfect timing for Annelie, but
it was perfect timing for Bush Heritage, too. “A few
years ago, our board gave the management team a
challenge: to find a property close enough to a capital
city that you could do half-day or day trips there,”
says Melinda Warnecke, Bush Heritage’s Executive
Manager of Marketing and Fundraising. That wasn’t
the only requirement though: it had to be less than
75 minutes’ drive from a city; equipped with running
water; able to host small groups – and of course it had
to have outstanding conservation value. “Annelie’s
property ticks all those boxes – and it also has the
most gorgeous house with million-dollar views,” says
Melinda. “It’s a recipe for success.”

provides an important stepping-stone for native
animals moving through the heavily fragmented
landscape of central Victoria. It protects Grassy Dry
Forest, a threatened ecological community in the area,
and includes habitat for species such as the Powerful
Owl, Brown Quail, Brush-tailed Phascogale and
Regent Honeyeater. “When you look out the windows
of the Round House, you can see immediately why it
is so important to reconnect fragmented landscapes,”
Melinda explains. “That story is what you’re looking
at.”
Soon the Round House will be hosting lunches
for donors; team-building and education days
for schools, universities and corporate partners;
revegetation days with volunteers; and cultural days
with the Taungurung community.
For Annelie, the gift is a fitting tribute to George’s
memory – and watching the Round House move into
its next phase of life will be yet another adventure.

With Tallarook State Forest on one side and Mount
Disappointment State Forest on the other, the Round
House Reserve, as it will henceforth be known,
9

Marsupials under
the microscope
A conservation genetics project on Kojonup
Reserve is guiding the management of one of
Bush Heritage’s sweetest marsupial residents
– the Red-tailed Phascogale.
STORY BY BRON WILLIS
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niversity of Western Australia zoology and
genetics student Rhiannon de Visser slows
down her speech, giving one word, kindly,
at a time.

“Single – nucleotide – polymorphisms.” She laughs.
“It’s a bit of a mouthful.”
And for most of us, it is indeed. The term, shortened
by scientists to ‘snips’, or SNPs, describes variations
within an animal’s genetic code. These variations
are distributed throughout an individual’s DNA, and
can be used to determine how different animals are
related. And for a population of tiny, tree-dwelling
marsupials at Bush Heritage’s Kojonup Reserve in
south-west Western Australia, information like this
could help safeguard their long-term survival.
Rhiannon first laid eyes on a phascogale in 2020,
when she assisted on a four-day monitoring trip to
assess the health of the Kojonup population. The
survey marked a decade since 30 of the gentlenatured creatures, with bushy tufts on the end
of their long tails, were released at Kojonup in
Bush Heritage’s first-ever species translocation,
in collaboration with the WA Department of
Biodiversity, Conservation, and Attractions.
In 2021, with the population breeding and even
expanding onto neighbouring properties, the
translocation is considered a success. And for Redtailed Phascogales, which now inhabit less than one
percent of their former range across Australia, that’s
great news. But with climate change and changed
fire regimes listed as key threats for phascogales,
adaptability is critical, and that’s where Bush
Heritage ecologist Angela Sanders, who was present
at the initial translocation, says more might need to
be done to secure the Kojonup population’s future.
“We need to know more about the genetic makeup of
this population,” says Angela.
The results of Rhiannon’s DNA analysis will
tell Angela and her team whether the original 30
animals translocated in 2010/11 provided adequate

“If there's more genetic
diversity then the population
will be more resilient in the
face of change.”
genetic diversity to sustain a diverse population
long-term at Kojonup. They will also indicate
whether other phascogales that may have been
living in the surrounding landscape have bred
with the Kojonup population.
Rhiannon explains some of the benefits of genetic
diversity.
“If there's more genetic diversity then the
population will be more resilient in the face of
change. For example, if a disease was to go through
the population, if all of those animals all have the
same genetic makeup, then they’ll all be susceptible
to the disease.”
“But our hope is that if you have more genetic
diversity then some of those animals would be
less susceptible or even resistant. In that case, the
population wouldn't be wiped out. And those
animals that were resistant would be able to
contribute that resistance to further generations.”
While Rhiannon’s previous volunteering
contributions have provided crucial information to
Bush Heritage’s conservation management plans,
this is the first time she will be contributing her
genetics credentials by putting phascogale DNA
under her microscope.
7
A Red-tailed Phascogale trapped on Bush Heritage's
Kojonup Reserve, WA. Photo by Nic Duncan
1
Rhiannon de Visser checks a trap during phascogale
surveys. Photo by Nic Duncan
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1
University of Western Australia genetics student
Rhiannon de Visser helps Bush Heritage staff to weigh
and measure phascogales during surveys late last year.
Photo by Nic Duncan

“You basically strip away the tissue using a kit and
break open the cells to get the DNA,” says Rhiannon.
The lab that Rhiannon will carry out her work in is
a far cry from the She-oak and Wandoo woodlands
in which she helped to collect the first of the
samples. In November 2020, Rhiannon watched
seven tiny Red-tailed Phascogale babies wriggling
and writhing in a nesting box, lined with alpaca
wool, witnessing more evidence of the growing
population. (Samples from the babies were not
taken, as per ethics guidelines.)
The precariousness of small, isolated populations
like this one are exactly what drove Rhiannon to
study zoology.
“I want to be part of this effort to conserve our
beautiful environment and the animals around
us. I want to be a part of the fight to save these
phascogales,” she says.
Angela, who has been monitoring the phascogales
at Kojonup ever since their initial release, considers
them one of two animals she most likes to work with
(alongside Malleefowl).
“I’m thrilled that the phascogales are doing so well,”
she says. “I’ve developed quite a soft spot for them.”
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“I want to be part of this effort
to conserve our beautiful
environment and the animals
around us. I want to be a
part of the fight to save these
phascogales.”
Angela is pleased that the genetic study of the
population, which has been proposed for some time,
has been given the go-ahead this year thanks to the
generous support of Peter and Maxine Wilshaw.
The results will help to forge the next steps in
securing the future of the population.
In May this year, Rhiannon and Angela will return
to Kojonup to collect more DNA samples before the
study begins in earnest.
“If we find that the genetics are too similar,” says
Angela, “we will consider bringing in new animals
to diversify the genetic pool.”
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Parting shot

My happy place
Mike Bretz
Tasmanian Reserves Manager

I’m always happy when there’s work to be done on
the Liffey River Reserve walking track. The track
passes through an amazing stretch of remnant
Myrtle (Nothafagus cunninghami) forest before looping
back to the Liffey River (tellerpanger). These areas are
such an amazing refuge on a hot day. The difference
in temperature and humidity is incredible and makes
me feel like I am back in the age of the dinosaurs.
These Gondwanic remnants in Tasmania have been
reduced in area due to logging and burning which
continues despite all that science has revealed to us
about the need to keep our forests intact.
This type of forest may not be the most biodiverse
ecosystem but it is a truly amazing place to spend
time in. The gnarled Myrtle trees are over 300 years

old and are dripping with epiphytes and ferns. There
are whole ecosystems up in their canopies. Back down
at ground level, tree fern (Dicksonia antarctica) glades
create sparse understories making it easy to explore
little nooks just beyond the edge of the path (AKA
looking for weeds). The trunks of these ferns provide
habitat for many other fern species to hang onto and
the Southern Boobook (Ninox novaeseelandiae) owl has
been known to roost under the fronds.
In this 30th year of Bush Heritage Australia, aren’t
we lucky that Bob Brown chose to put a small
deposit on this magical stretch of wet forest so that
everyone can enjoy it.

“Pullout text.”

1
Mike Bretz stands disguised amongst tree ferns on Liffey
River Reserve, Tas.
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You can also donate online at:
bushheritage.org.au/donate
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Bush Heritage Australia
Bush Heritage is an independent not-for-profit
conservation organisation that buys and manages
land, and partners with Aboriginal people, to protect
our irreplaceable Australian landscapes
and native species.
Founded by Bob Brown in 1991, we have since
grown to protect and help manage over 11 million
hectares - that’s more than all of Tasmania. These
landscapes span from rainforests to woodlands,
savannas to deserts, and everything in between.
Our work would not be possible without the support of
people like you. In particular we gratefully acknowledge
the estate of Marian Bear, as well as the many other
donors who have recently contributed.
Looking for more stories? Find us on:

