
Dear all, 
 
A belated Happy New Year to everybody. 
 
As I know a number of the areas affected by the bushfire crisis in Australia personally and also have 
friends in conservation in Australia, and most of you may not have the time to follow the bushfire 
news in detail, I would like to give a brief update if what I read and heard. 
 
First, as of course all of you know, fires are part of most ecosystems in Australia, but the present fire 
crisis is not at all normal in extend and severity (the worst fire crisis ever recorded in Australia in 
human history). “Extinction has a name”, and here two names stick out – Scott Morrison, Australia’s 
evangelical-fundamentalist, climate-change denying Prime Minister and Clive Palmer (see 
https://www.getup.org.au/campaigns/mining/clive-palmer/clive-palmer-more-information). In the 
interest of not linking climate issues to the coal industry Morrison has played down the fire crisis for 
far too long (he got warnings of a looming disaster already more than half a year ago) and did not 
implement the necessary action early on, even remained inactive when everybody else realized that 
this is hugely bigger than the usual fire season, and that is why the crisis went out of control to such 
an extend as we now see.  
 
You probably will have heard or read the estimates by Australian university colleagues of 
unbelievable half a billion mammals, birds and reptiles burnt to death, and uncounted more now 
starving to death in burnt landscapes. Less publicity was given about what species are likely most 
affected, and this is where I here want to give some update: 
 

1)  One species, the Kangaroo Island Dunnart Sminthiopsis aitkini could have gone extinct over 
the last two weeks. Only about 300 were left before the fire crisis, and it was the focus of a 
research project with camera traps spread throughout its small range. All cameras and the 
whole range of the species has burnt down. Of course there is always hope that some might 
have survived, but people on Kangaroo island are not overly optimistic. 

 
2) The Kangaroo Island Glossy Cockatoo Calyptorhynchus lathami halmaturinus might be the 

next in line. Thanks to an intensive long-term conservation project, the subspecies has 
increased to some 400 from a low of 150. The problem is that this subspecies is almost 
entirely dependent on one food source, the seeds of the tree Allocasuarina cladocalyx. Only 
some 50 sqkm of food habitat exists on Kangaroo island, and apparently most of this has 
burnt down. 
 

3) There is also concern about the survival of the Long-footed potoroo Potorous longipes, a 
truffle eating small kangaroo. The species was downlisted from endangered to vulnerable a 
few years ago, because new populations were found. But all populations are small and 
restricted to a small area, exactly in a region with some of the largest fires on the border 
between New South Wales and Victoria states. None are in captivity anywhere, incidentally 
also none of the Kangaroo Island Dunart, and none in zoos of the Glossy cockatoo subspecies 
(but there might be some in private hands). 

4) A big fire has gone through the (very restricted ) habitat of the Blue mountains water skink 
Eulamprus leuraensis, that was already listed as endangered before the fire. I understand it is 
presently not know whether it survives. It is feared that the Blue mountains fire also might 
have destroyed the only known tiny wild population of the Wolemi pine Wollemia nobilis, a 
living fossil that was sensationally only discovered in 1995.While none of the water skinks are 
in captivity, the good thing about the tree is that it has been widely brought into cultivation 

https://www.getup.org.au/campaigns/mining/clive-palmer/clive-palmer-more-information


since its discovery, and many are in botanic gardens and the species is available in the 
horticultural trade. So it at least will survive  

 
5) Koalas Pascolarctus cinereus have been the public face of the Australian fire crisis and up to 

30.000 might have burnt to death. But that is ‘only’ 10 % of the wild population, so the 
species as a whole is okay for now. There is (or was) a big introduced koala population on 
Kangaroo island, of which estimated half burnt to death. The Kangaroo island population 
may be the only significant population free of the chlamydia infection, so the loss of half of 
that population is seen with some concern in Australia. 
 

6) The Eastern Bristelbird Dasyoronis brachypterus is another species listed as endangered 
already before the fires with perhaps less than 2000 remaining. It is feared at least a third of 
the population has been lost in recent weeks. 
 

Numerous other species will have lost a significant percentage of their population (Yellow-bellied 
gliders and Southern greater gliders have been specifically mentioned), but not to the extend to get 
these taxa close to extinction. The fire crisis is far from over, and we can only keep our fingers 
crossed, that fires in Victoria are not massively moving westwards to threaten the survival of three 
highly endangered taxa, Helmeted honeyeater , Leadbeaters possum and Mountain pygmy possum 
(some fires are already at the edge of Mount Kosciuszko National Park, a stronghold for the 
Mountain pygmy possum). 
 
Sorry for this sad news, but it doesn’t help to bury the head in sand. Luckily we have some very 
passionate and highly competent colleagues in Australian zoos and conservation, and I am sure they 
will do the best they can to minimize the damage. 
 
All the best, 
 
Roland 
 
Roland Wirth 
www.zgap.de 
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