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“Our role now - as land managers
and custodians of this country - is to help
fire-affected species and landscapes to
recover as quickly as possible.”

F

rom October to February, seven of our
reserves burnt this fire season: Yourka, Qld;
Cravens Peak, Qld; Carnarvon, Qld; Charles
Darwin, WA; Yantabulla Swamp (owned by South
Endeavour Trust), NSW; Burrin Burrin, NSW;
and Scottsdale, NSW.

In mid-February I was able to visit Burrin Burrin
and Scottsdale. Seeing those reserves and the
burnt land around them brought home the scale of
the devastation. On Burrin Burrin, the once ferny
valleys have been reduced to sticks and sludge in
a landscape that hasn’t seen fire since 1953. On
Scottsdale, many important old-growth habitat trees
have fallen and, heart breakingly, large areas of our
revegetation have been affected. Yet there were also
many signs and stories of recovery – fluorescent
epicormic shoots pushing forth from blackened
trunks, fresh cubes of wombat scat and the ‘yip yip’
sound of Sugar Gliders at night on Burrin Burrin,
as well as the news that many of our Scottsdale
seedlings will come back.
It’s important not to glaze over these small wins.
They are reminders that there is still much to fight
for; that these landscapes will come back. Our
role now - as land managers and custodians of
this country - is to help fire-affected species and
landscapes to recover as quickly as possible. We
will also be focusing on our unburnt reserves that

are in close proximity to burnt areas, such as Brogo
in NSW and the Fitz-Stirling reserves in south-west
Western Australia, which are acting as refuges for
native species that have lost large swathes of habitat.
There are opportunities, too, to be found in
the destruction – to research how species and
revegetated areas respond to fire, to strengthen
our relationships with our neighbours, to target
feral predators while they’re easier to spot.
Your support through this time has been truly
incredible and it will go a long way to help our
recovery process. Currently, our staff are setting
up monitoring cameras, assessing fire severity,
mapping the damage and discussing options for
recovery. In the next edition of bushtracks, we’ll
be updating you on our path forward. But for now,
I hope you find comfort in the stories of hope
written on the following pages.
With care,

Heather Campbell
Chief Executive Officer

1

Rain Birds return
A special planting program in south-west
Western Australia is helping endangered
Carnaby’s Cockatoos to rebuild
their population.
STORY BY K ATE THORBURN

7
Carnaby's Cockatoos, Ngoolark or Gnoomglark to
Noongar people, feed in a Banksia tree. Photo by
Martin Willis/Minden Pictures

B

ack in the 1970s, the skies over Perth used
to blacken with the sights and sounds of
Carnaby’s Cockatoos. The big noisy parrots
flocked across the horizon in their thousands,
flashing their white tails and making their presence
felt with that famous piercing call.

These days, this West Australian icon - dubbed the
rock stars of the bird world - are few and far between.
Scientists estimate that the Carnaby’s population has
halved in the last 45 years, with habitat fragmentation,
loss of nest hollows and lack of native food sources
the main culprits. Since the mid 1980s, they’ve been
classified as nationally endangered.
“Now you rarely see flocks above 20 or 30 birds,”
says Bush Heritage ecologist Angela Sanders, who has
worked across Western Australia’s south-west region
for 20 years. “People are really concerned that we’re
going to lose them in the next couple of decades.”
Carnaby’s are just one of two white-tailed black
cockatoo species in the world (the other being
Baudin’s Cockatoo) and are unique to south-west
Western Australia.

“Locals call them the Rain Birds,
a throwback to the days when
the beginning of the Carnaby's
breeding season coincided with
the start of the Autumn rains.”
Their range stretches up to Geraldton and across to
Esperance, including the area between the Fitzgerald
River and Stirling Range national parks, the aptly
named Fitz-Stirling region, where Bush Heritage has
been working on Noongar country for over 20 years.
Locals call them the Rain Birds, a throwback to the
days when the beginning of the Carnaby breeding
season coincided with the start of the Autumn rains.
The rain no longer arrives when it used to, but the
name has stuck.
For the Noongar people, the Traditional Owners
of southwest Western Australia whose culture
incorporates a totemic system for flora and fauna,
birds like the Carnaby’s Cockatoo – Ngoolark or
Gnoomglark in Noongar language - have been
revered for millennia.
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Noongar Elder Aunty Carol Petterson says even
the simple act of finding a Carnaby’s feather is a
“good sign…a blessing for us”.
“Our everyday living practices ensured the
Carnaby’s Cockatoos were protected,” says Aunty
Carol. “We didn’t chop down trees, we didn’t clear
the land. We made sure the streams were running,
we made sure the Banksia flowers were there.”
Food can be hard to come by for the choosy
Carnaby’s Cockatoos. As Angela says: “They’re
quite particular in what they eat, and a lot of their
food source has been cleared.”
An ideal Carnaby’s feeding site is full of proteaceous
species (from the flowering Proteaceae family)
such as Banksia, Dryandra, Hakea and Grevillea
which provide perfect fodder for strong bills to rip
seeds from.
Meanwhile, ideal breeding sites are found in mature
Wandoo and Salmon Gum woodlands where there
are plenty of roomy tree hollows for raising chicks.
The catch: these two locations need to be close
together, with the sweet spot occurring when nest
sites and food sources are within 12 kilometres
of each other.

“Carnaby’s Cockatoos are so
intelligent, the way they look at
you with their head to the side...
They’re majestic when they fly.”
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When they're not, the consequences can be dire;
research conducted further north in Western
Australia’s heavily fragmented Wheatbelt country
revealed that the further Carnaby’s had to fly for
food, the less the chicks weighed and the lower
their survival rate was.
Enter Eva Palmer.
A long-time Bush Heritage supporter, Eva has loved
Carnaby’s Cockatoos since arriving in Perth from her
native Scotland in 1971. She fondly recalls winding
down the window of her car on hot summer nights
to see great flocks of them high overhead.
“Carnaby’s Cockatoos are so intelligent, the way they
look at you with their head to the side,” Eva says.
“They’re majestic when they fly.”
When revegetation of Bush Heritage’s Monjebup
North Reserve in the Fitz-Stirling began in 2013,
Angela and restoration expert Jack Mercer were
faced with a Carnaby-sized problem.
The only way to revegetate those delicious
proteaceous species was through handplanting
seedlings grown at a nursery offsite – which was
expensive and time consuming.
However, a generous donation from Eva meant that
Jack and Angela were able to do further work on
direct-seeding of proteaceous species using tractordrawn machinery to sow the seeds directly into the
soil, making the revegetation process cheaper and
much more efficient.

“They were sitting on the
cauliflower hakeas and tearing
the fruits off, ripping them apart
and getting the seeds out...
It was heartening to watch.”

Seven years on, Monjebup’s revegetation has proven
to be a resounding success, and last year, Carnaby’s
Cockatoos made their long-awaited journey home.
“They were sitting on the cauliflower hakeas and
tearing the fruits off, ripping them apart and getting
the seeds out,” reminisces Angela. “It was heartening
to watch.”
The best news about the Carnaby’s prodigal return?
There is a breeding site within twelve kilometres of
Monjebup North.
“For the last 40 years that particular patch of bush has
been wheat and sheep country, so we weren’t sure if
they’d come to the reserve for feeding,” says Angela.
“Now it will be a really important food source for
them as so much of the landscape around [Monjebup
North] has been cleared.”
In December 2019, a mega fire raged through 40,000
hectares, or one third, of the Stirling Ranges. The
ecological ramifications of this blaze are yet to reveal
themselves but many Carnaby’s feeding sites are
believed to have been burnt.
Bush Heritage’s protection of places like Monjebup
North is ever more important in the hopes that one
day, Carnaby’s may again blacken the skies.
The revegetation of Monjebup North was also supported
by funding from the Western Australian Government’s
State NRM Program. Thanks to a grant from Loro
Parque Foundation, additional proteaceous species
will be planted on Monjebup this year.
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Left to right: Hakea seeds – perfect fodder for Carnaby's,
photo by Katelyn Reynolds; a pair of Carnaby’s in a tree hollow,
photo by John Barkla.
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Bush Heritage Healthy Landscape Manager Simon Smale
examines a young plant on Monjebup North Reserve, WA.
Photo by William Marwick

The science of recovery
Two months after the North Black Range Fire
swept across Bush Heritage’s Burrin Burrin Reserve
in NSW, ecologist Dr Matt Appleby assesses
the damage and recovery rate.
STORY BY DR MAT T APPLEBY,
SENIOR ECOLOGIST – SOUTH E ASTERN REGION
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Epicormic growth on Burrin Burrin Reserve, NSW.
Photo by Amelia Caddy

T

he forest is eerily quiet as we tramp through
the burnt landscape of Bush Heritage’s Burrin
Burrin Reserve. Occasionally, we hear the dull
thump of burnt out limbs and trunks surrendering
to gravity, interspersed with the cry of a Currawong,
a Kookaburra, a Gang Gang Cockatoo – the
feathered friends who found easy escape on the
winds that drove the fire so fiercely through Burrin
Burrin’s canopies.
The North Black Range fire reached the reserve,
just west of Braidwood between Canberra and the
coast, in late November 2019 through the adjacent
Tallaganda National Park. Like most of eastern
Australia, it had been an unusually dry year on
Burrin Burrin. Its creek flats and damp ferny valleys
– areas that would normally offer refuge to wildlife
fleeing the flames – burnt just like everywhere else.
When I arrive to assess Burrin Burrin and set up
monitoring cameras in mid-February, this landscape
– the traditional land of Ngunawal, Ngarigo,
Walbanga, Ngambri and Walgalu people – is still in
the earliest stages of recovery. But closer inspection
reveals that the process of rejuvenation has already
begun. Small tufts of dense foliage in effervescent
shades of green and red are poking through
blackened bark. At the base of some trees, the tufts
are almost knee height already. So, how do these
shoots come back so quickly?
New growth
Epicormic growth is a special adaptive trait common
to most eucalypt species. The foliage grows from
dormant buds hidden under tree bark that protects
them from even high-intensity fires. In a healthy
eucalypt, the tree’s canopy releases hormones that
suppress these epicormic buds. But when the canopy
disappears – be it through fire, insect attack or even
snow damage as Burrin Burrin also experienced in
2019 – the buds start sprouting, producing leaves
that enable the tree to photosynthesise.

5
Ecologist Dr Matt Appleby and Healthy Landscape
Manager Brenda Duffy assess burnt vegetation.
Photo by Amelia Caddy

resprouting and the microscopic heads of eucalypt
seedlings, wattles and native grasses are popping up
through the earth.
What about the wildlife?
The North Black Range Fire consumed 37,486
hectares over two months, including almost all
411 hectares of Burrin Burrin Reserve. Luckily,
the neighbouring Sharewater property, owned by
conservationists Bidda Jones and Julian Davies, was
not so badly affected. Remnant patches of unburnt
forest on Sharewater, Burrin Burrin and in the
surrounding areas will be vital refuges for species
like the Greater Glider, which has lost many of the old
trees it relies on for sleeping and breeding hollows.
The monitoring cameras we’ve now set out will soon
be giving us a better sense of which species have
survived as well as recording the process
of re-colonisation.
A fraught future
Tall, wet forest communities such as those found on
Burrin Burrin do not like to be burnt frequently; the
previous fire here was in 1953. Ideally, Burrin Burrin
won’t burn again for many decades now, giving the
Ribbon Gums, Brown Barrels, Black Gums and Gully
Gums time to grow tall, drop limbs and develop those
vital tree hollows. But the science tells us to expect
conditions conducive to more frequent and more
intense fires. It’s easy to dismiss this as a ‘what if’
scenario, but after this fire season, surely it’s now
time to pay such scenarios due attention.

Within a year, most trees on Burrin Burrin will
hopefully be covered in this epicormic fuzz. In
another five to ten years, the canopy will be starting
to reform, providing foraging habitat again for the
Powerful Owls, Greater Gliders and Gang Gang
Cockatoos that once called Burrin Burrin home.
Meanwhile, recovery is also happening on the ground.
First the bracken, then the Lomandra, a sedge-like
plant, poke through the soil surface. Now, tree ferns
are unfurling, grass trees and many shrubs are
7

Farming for the future
On a farm in the Tasmanian Midlands, Simon Cameron
is proving that conservation and superfine wool
production can go hand-in-hand.
STORY BY AME LIA CADDY

S

imon Cameron gestures to an area at the far
end of his Kingston property where the valley
floor looks slightly darker than the sheepdotted pastures around us. “That’s where the native
grasslands are,” he says.

Brown and featureless, the grasslands he’s referring
to don’t look like much from a distance, but they – and
the grassy woodlands that creep up the hills around
them – are some of the last remaining examples of
what the Tasmanian Midlands, a biodiversity hotspot,
looked like before European settlement.
What’s helped these precious remnants survive?
Generations of responsible land management –
Kingston, a Merino wool-growing farm, has been
in the Cameron family since 1905. Simon credits
his father, Ralph, for instilling in him a deep respect
for the land. But he says it wasn’t until he received a
government report in 2005 that he truly understood
the significance of what he was protecting.
The report found that Kingston contains about 8
percent of all remaining Kangaroo Grass Grasslands
in Tasmania, 12 threatened plant species and habitat
for many threatened animals. Given these findings
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“I started to see the
natural values as competitive
advantage. It was then just a
case of how I could sell that
idea to somebody else.”

and the fact that about 70 percent of the region
has been cleared since the 1800s, the report stated
Kingston was likely ‘a place of national significance’.
“That was a bit of a penny drop moment for me…
this is a difficult farm but perhaps the natural values
are a competitive advantage. It was then just a case
of how to sell that idea,” says Simon.
Enter the Midlands Conservation Fund, a joint
initiative by Bush Heritage and the Tasmanian
Land Conservancy that Simon joined last year.
Through the MCF, Midlands farmers receive
annual payments in exchange for protecting
significant natural values on their properties such
as native grasslands, woodlands and wetlands.

1
Simon Cameron on his Kingston property in the Tasmanian
Midlands. Photo by Matthew Newton

Since its establishment in 2013, the fund has raised
$3.7 million through private donations. It’s now
supporting 15 Midlands farmers to protect 7500
hectares of high conservation value land, about
20 percent of which are on Kingston.

business; his wool is now considered some of the
finest in the country. “Our best wool comes from
the native country,” says Simon. “It’s clean, so you
don’t get seed and dust in the wool, and it’s also
consistent feed, which gives a better fibre.”

For Simon, the agreement hasn’t drastically changed
how he manages his land but it has helped make his
low-impact approach to farming more sustainable
in the long-term.

Five years ago, at a woolgrowers dinner in Sydney,
Simon found himself seated next to Matt Jensen,
owner of Australian menswear brand M.J Bale,
who saw something in the Kingston story that he
thought his customers would like. In 2017, M.J. Bale
launched the ‘Kingston Collection’, a line of suits
made exclusively from Kingston wool, and they’ve
just signed another five-year agreement that will
hopefully result in a line of carbon-neutral suits.

“When you’re looking after land or growing wool,
you can’t just keep feeding the machine - it doesn’t
have to give you huge returns, but it’s got to pay
for itself,” says Simon.
The MCF payments will allow him to bring in
additional labour and machinery to help with
activities such as woody weed control, revegetation,
cool-season burning and erosion control. In dry
times, they will also give him the flexibility to reduce
his stocking rate and to bring in extra feed to reduce
grazing pressure on the native grasslands.

“What got those deals over the line was Kingston’s
natural values… and it has given me the opportunity
to tell the wool and land management story,”
says Simon.

Aside from being good for the environment, Simon’s
careful land management has also proven good for
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Out bush
When writer and self-confessed city-slicker
Jane Caro takes an opportunity to venture west,
it leads her to experience all the highlights and some
of the lowlights of life in the field.
STORY BY JANE CARO
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I

was holding a tiny pygmy possum – all huge
black eyes and droopy ears, weighing in at a hefty
3 grams. I was instructed to hold it gently but
firmly, which I tentatively attempted to do. It was
not an experience I had ever expected to have – as
any casual observer could tell by my lurid, hot pink
manicure. I was a city-slicker and then some. I just
hoped the unnatural hue of my nails was not scaring
the poor little creature that lay, heart thudding,
in my palm even more than it already was.
How had I – the aforementioned city-slicker – found
myself on this Bush Heritage reserve two hours
drive north of Albany, Western Australia? Well,
I was invited to come and so, in-keeping with my
policy of saying yes to left field requests, there I
was. And, notwithstanding the early hour (the staff
at Michael Tichbon Field Station like to examine
their traps before the sun can do any damage to the
animals that may be within), the copious quantity
of tropical strength insect repellent I was doused
in or the oh-so-flattering (not) insect net I wore
over my hat, I was having the time of my life. The
biologists, ecologists and volunteers working out of
Red Moort Reserve were kind enough to ignore my
incongruous manicure and treat me as one of them.

7
A Western Pygmy Possum, Mundarda in Noongar
language, captured during surveys on Monjebup
Reserve, WA. Photo by Kieran MacFarlane

As I say, the day had started early (up at 5.30 am)
but it had also started well. I had been warned
that I might not be lucky enough to see one of the
endangered species Bush Heritage is monitoring –
the threatened Carnaby's Cockatoo - but no sooner
had my expectations been kindly lowered than an
entire flock of the birds appeared in the sky.
The professionals from Bush Heritage treated
every living thing with respect and care. It didn’t
matter if it was beautiful like the cockatoos, cute
like the Western Pygmy Possum and the two Honey
Possums we found at the next trap site (also tiny
and big-eyed but with longer snouts), scaly like the
numerous skinks we saw (who knew there were so
many species of little grey lizards?), hairy like the
Wolf Spider or striking like the Bobtail Lizard with
a peach coloured head. The measurements, weight,
gender and, if female, pregnancy of each animal was
carefully recorded. The possums were all given a
drink to rehydrate them before they were released.

“I just hoped the unnatural hue
of my nails was not scaring the
poor little creature that lay, heart
thudding, in my palm.”

1
Writer Jane Caro delights at her first encounter with
a Honey Possum, or Noolbenger in Noongar. Photo by
Katelyn Reynolds
11

bushtracks

1
A Honey Possum (Noolbenger) peeps through Jane Caro's
manicured fingers. Photo by Katelyn Reynolds

One Honey Possum was gently placed in a melaleuca
with yellow flowers almost as lurid as my manicure.
We explored more sites and then toured around
the surrounding properties. It was Spring, but despite
the melaleucas and carpets of bright yellow, pink
and white Pom Pom Everlasting flowers, I was
told that the usual wildflower display that Western
Australia is so famous for was poor this year
because of the drought.
And there it was - the dreaded ‘d’ word. Having
come from drought-stricken NSW, I had hoped
to escape the sense of being so parched but I knew
I hadn’t the minute one local volunteer who invited
us in for a cuppa told me that the only crime as
a guest in his house was to waste water. This left
me in a terrible quandary when I needed to pee.
To flush or not to flush, that was the question.
The Michael Tichbon Field Station is a brilliant,
architect designed, home-away-from-home for the
staff doing this important work. It’s not luxurious.
We self-catered (I brought the wine) and all the
common rooms are open to the elements (including
the flies) but the bedrooms (I slept in Bob Brown’s
bed, I was told), toilet block (self-composting,
of course) and showers are all under cover and
well screened.
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1
A Western Blue-tongue Lizard captured during fauna surveys
on Monjebup Reserve, WA. Photo by Kieran MacFarlane

“The professionals from
Bush Heritage treated every
living thing with respect
and care.”
I was delighted to have been allowed to be a fly
on the absent wall watching the gentle and serious
experts painstakingly recording the revival of these
previously cleared landscapes. I was reminded
forcibly of their work’s importance when I returned
to the bushfire hellscape on the east coast and the
consequent loss of over 1 billion native animals.
I couldn’t help but think then of the wide-eyed,
trusting little Pygmy Possum that I had held in
my hand and wonder how such a tiny creature
could ever survive our rapidly changing climate.
The people at Bush Heritage are doing all they
can to preserve our natural environment and the
creatures that rely on it. We must all, city-slickers
included, do what we can to support them and
save our natural world. It’s not just the futures
of the pygmy possums, skinks, spiders, millipedes
and bobtails that depend on it, it’s ours too.
Jane Caro AM is a Sydney-based novelist, writer
and social commentator.
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Parting shot

My happy place
Kurt Tschirner
Boolcoomatta Reserve Manager
Boolcoomatta Reserve

This Red Gum is massive and many centuries old.
Its sheer size and grandeur make it stand out from
its kin in the surrounding vegetation of the Oonartra
flood-out. There’s a creek line nearby as well as a
sand dune that hosts a population of Purplewood
(Acacia carneorum), and which has views of the
eastern plains stretching to the horizon.
Its large, diverse form is an ‘animal hotel’ – the
tree’s limbs, hollows and bark provide habitat for
many species. It’s an ecosystem within itself which
also highlights its connectedness to the broader
landscape. In the mornings, the bird song is

impressive as the flood-out provides a very rich
and diverse vegetation cover.
Gazing at this tree is like looking back in time;
it’s easy to imagine kids over hundreds of years
past playing on and around it (as my daughters
do now). What games were they playing and
what were the issues of the day?
Its timelessness makes this a place of reflection
and contemplation. I enjoy taking people there and
watching their reactions - especially when they see
it for the first time. Just be careful of the inch ants!

1
Kurt Tschirner sits on one of the giant limbs of the centuries-old
Red Gum on Boolcoomatta Reserve, SA. Photo by Craig Allen
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You can also donate online at:
bushheritage.org.au/donate

Please tear off and return this coupon to:
Bush Heritage Australia
Reply Paid 329
Flinders Lane VIC 8009

Our work relies on the support of generous
and passionate people like you.

Bush Heritage is a national
not-for-profit organisation.

Cheque/money order (enclosed)

Please send me information about including a gift to Bush Heritage in my will.			

Cardholder’s name							 Signature

Card no.								 Expiry Date

I will give $						via:

AMEX

Diners

All donations of $2 or more are tax-deductible.

Visa MasterCard

Email						Phone			Date of birth

Address									State		Postcode

Title		First name							Last name

Yes, I want to help new life thrive on Bush Heritage’s reserves.

In a time of devastation,
new life can thrive.

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.
Looking for more stories? Find us on:

