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Health Status and disease of a threatened marsupial, the Quokka (Setonix brachyurus); implications 
for conservation.  
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This study aims to assess the health status of the Quokka in both mainland and island populations and to 
determine the impact that disease may have on the conservation status of the species.  
Intended outcomes include: Development of a qualitative disease risk assessment for WA macropod species; 
Prevalence of disease amongst and between populations; Comparison/analysis of disease prevalence with 
other biological and environmental parameters; Preliminary development of an approach to evaluate the 
ability of quokkas to cope with disease insults.   
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There are thousands of species of aquatic invertebrates in Western Australia in 13 phyla, ranging from single-
celled protozoans to marron. They inhabit wetlands as diverse as groundwater aquifers, rain-filled hollows in 
trees and massive salt lakes. Very few of these are currently listed as threatened species, though more are 
members of listed threatened ecological communities, especially as components of stygofaunal communities. 
A large proportion of aquatic invertebrate species have rarely been collected during survey and monitoring 
projects, but whether these are threatened is difficult to establish for a number of reasons. Particular 
challenges include difficulty of identification, taxonomic impediments, the small number of wetlands for which 
we have adequate data, dispersed datasets, the nature of many Western Australian wetlands (e.g. extreme 
variability in character), lack of basic biological information for most species, aspects of invertebrate ecology 
such as short life spans and aestivation, and low community awareness or interest. Most of these are also 
problems for most terrestrial invertebrate groups. Parartemia brine shrimp, which have higher diversity and 
endemism in southern WA then elsewhere, illustrate some of these problems. The extent of their diversity and 
distribution in WA has only recently been revealed. One species, Parartemia contracta, was listed as a priority 
one fauna species in 1995 on the basis that it was thought to be rare and restricted, although this is now 
known to be one of the more common and widespread species of the genus. Other more recently discovered 
species do appear to be rare and in decline but, despite both broadscale (e.g. Wheatbelt biological survey) 
and targeted Parartemia surveys, an insufficient proportion of potential wetland habitats has been surveyed to 
determine their occurrence and distribution. Furthermore, the reason for apparent loss of some populations is 
unclear, although aspects of salinisation appear to be involved. They also inhabit wetlands that are dry more 
often than flooded so surveying for them needs to be opportunistic rather than fixed time projects. These 
challenges are not insurmountable but illustrate the need for ongoing collaborative research and data sharing 
amongst researchers. 
 

Conservation Medicine Initiatives at Perth Zoo - Western Swamp Turtle 
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The captive breeding and care of the Western Swamp Tortoise (WST) illustrates PZ veterinary efforts in 
applying conservation medicine to a captive population. Discussions with the WST recovery team led to Zoo 
veterinary staff increasing their contribution to this conservation program.  Perth Zoo veterinary staff reviewed 
and improved quarantine and biosecurity practices for WST entering and leaving the captive breeding facility 
from the wild population, implementing more intensive medical examinations and diagnostic sampling for 
individuals pre- and post-release. These activities resulted in a comprehensive clinical database for healthy 
captive tortoises. The increased level of intervention and assessment of individuals is recognised as a vital 
tool for interpreting and responding to health-related problems which might arise in the wild population. Active 
discussion with the recovery team has opened further opportunities for involvement in related areas of 
conservation including an assessment of the risks of climate change on this species and its ecosystem.  
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