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Gilbert’s Potoroo (Potorous gilbertii) is one of four species of
potoroo. It has dense grey-brown fur, paler on the underside,
with furry jowls, large eyes and an almost hairless tail. It is the
smallest extant member of the genus, weighing in at around a
kilogram. With a diet of over 90% underground fungi
(truffles), it is one of the most fungi-dependent mammals in
the world.

Like other potoroos, these animals are mainly solitary, with
little overlap in home range between individuals of the same
sex, although a male and a female may be found nesting
together under the dense sedges in their heathland habitat,
sometimes with a young-at-heel. Gilbert’s Potoroos may live
ten years and reach sexual maturity at around one year of
age. A female potoroo rears one young at a time, but up to
three a year, so she could produce well over 20 progeny in
her lifetime.
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Captive breeding has so far failed to increase
numbers of Gilbert’s Potoroo Dick Walker

Discovered near Albany in 1840 by John Gilbert, the
renowned collector for British taxonomist John Gould, Gilbert’s
Potoroos were never widespread. Sub-fossil remains in
caves near the southwest corner show, at most, a narrow
zone along the moist south coast where the marsupials lived.
Rain in most months of the year supports year-round truffles
in the soil.

The species was so rare by the early 1900s that it was
thought to be extinct – appearing to meet the same fate as its
desert-dwelling relative, the Broad-faced Potoroo (P.
platyops). Remarkably it was rediscovered on the Mount
Gardner headland at Two Peoples Bay Nature Reserve in
1994. However extensive surveys in likely sites along the
south coast failed to find any more colonies. The tiny
surviving population is now 30-40 animals strong and has
been the focus of intensive recovery efforts.

Threats

As these potoroos prefer to
live in dense heaths, the
greatest threat to the Two
Peoples Bay population and
any recovery colonies is
catastrophic wildfire.
Lightning strikes are
common in this area during
summer, often without rain
to extinguish the fires. The
popularity of the area with
locals and tourists alike also
increases the risk of fire.
The rugged terrain and
highly flammable vegetation would severely hamper fire-
fighting efforts, although ironically the largely inaccessible
habitat may have contributed to its survival. Potoroos rarely
venture into open habitat, but those leaving cover risk
predation by foxes and feral cats as well as native predators.
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Gilbert’s Potoroo could be lost in a single wildfire. The
recovery strategy focusses on managing this risk by
increasing numbers and establishing more populations.
Initially, considerable effort went into attempts to breed
Gilbert’s Potoroos in captivity. However, this proved
unreliable, and efforts turned to assisted reproduction
techniques including artificial insemination and cross-fostering
using Long-nosed Potoroos (Potorous tridactylus).

Unfortunately, neither of these methods were successful.
Meanwhile, regular monitoring of the wild population showed
that it remained stable, and new young were born. Failure to
find many of these individuals again as adults suggested that
most available home ranges were taken and they were unable
to establish home ranges.

So the focus of the recovery plan, which continues to protect
the existing wild colony (through fox baiting and fire
exclusion), shifted to establishing new colonies. With this in
mind, a few wild potoroos from Mount Gardner were moved
25 km east to 800 ha Bald Island. Ten potoroos were taken
from Two Peoples Bay to Bald Island between 2005 and
2007, with on-going monitoring of the tiny founding
population. In 2009, the new Bald Island population had
grown to over 25 animals, and six individuals were moved
back to the mainland for introduction into a purpose-built 380
ha enclosure from which foxes and cats had been removed.
Despite more removals back to the new mainland enclosure,
by 2012, the Bald Island population surpassed 60 and there
were over 20 within the new enclosure.

Conclusion

While Gilbert’s Potoroo remains arguably the worlds’ rarest
marsupial, its survival and recovery so far is due to the
remarkable haven provided by Two Peoples Bay, where it
continues to breed naturally. Ongoing allocation of funding,
particularly by the Western Australian State Government, has
allowed long-term recovery goals to be realised.

This piece was co-authored by Tony Friend who heads the
Gilbert’s Potoroo recovery project through the Western
Australia Department of Environment and Conservation

The Conversation is running a series on Australian
endangered species. See it here

http://www.publish.csiro.au/paper/ZO9890249.htm
http://www.abc.net.au/local/stories/2010/10/06/3031253.htm
http://www.dec.wa.gov.au/our-environment/science-and-research/animal-conservation-research/gilberts-potoroo.html
https://theconversation.com/pages/australian-endangered-species


Australian endangered species: Gilbert's Potoroo

https://theconversation.com/australian-endangered-species-gilberts-potoroo-11640[19 Sep 2013 9:49:30]

Want to follow The Conversation?

Sign up to our free newsletter to get the day's top stories in your inbox
each morning, with a special wrap on Saturday.

 Australia  United Kingdom

Sign in to Favourite Republish Emailfl Tweetfi 1

Share Reddit this!

Become a friend of The Conversation and donate


Join the conversation To comment or recommend,  or 

3 Comments sorted by  

sign in sign up

Newest

Nice work! What a change to read an article with a positive (so far) outcome.

It is interesting that the Bald Island colony continues to increase, whereas the
mainland population was stable despite the management efforts. Whilst this is
attributed to the limits of available habitat on the mainland, it would be
interesting to note whether the number of potaroo's in the available habitat in
Two Peoples Bay NR is in proportion to the number of potaroo's in the required
habitat on the predator free island.

Chris Owens
Professional

• report7 months ago

In reply to Chris Owens

Thanks Chris!

It will be interesting to see what the Bald Island population eventually
stabilises at. It is a small rocky island, in which the potoroos are not
believed to have previously inhabited (at least in recent history). They

Elizabeth Sinclair
Research Associate Professor at
University of Western Australia
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also share the island with Quokkas (natural remnant population), same
as at Two Peoples Bay NR.

• report7 months ago

Wonderful to hear about another species of Potoroo. I lived in East Gippsland
for 20 years or so and was surrounded by small mammals such as potoroos and
bandicoots, even coming into gardens. 
Now I live in the arid zone, the Victorian mallee and there are NO I repeat NO
ground mammals anywhere near me which is about 20 kms from the nearest
town, except a profusion of feral cats and dogs that must be eating the reptiles
out. Furthermore most of the medium-sized ground mammals in the mallee
are…
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