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SLOWING THE DECLINES OF NORTHERN AUSTRALIA'S ARBOREAL MAMMALS 

Michael Hitchcock1, Dr Ian Radford2, Dr Brett Murphy3 
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Conservation, Department of Parks and Wildlife, 3 Quantitative and Applied Ecology Group, The 

University of Melbourne 

Mammal assemblages have collapsed across much of tropical northern Australia. It was long 
thought that the Kimberley region was one of the last strongholds for mammals in northern 

Australia, yet there is evidence that many species have begun to decline in the Kimberley as well. Of 

the nine most significant declines, six involve arboreal mammal species that rely on tree hollows. 

There are numerous anecdotal reports linking these declines with high fire activity and the 
consequent loss of tree hollows, although empirical evaluations of this hypothesis are conspicuously 

lacking. We aim to investigate i) how the distribution of hollows relates to local fire histories, ii) how 
the distribution of tree hollows limits arboreal mammals in the Kimberley, and iii) how artificial nest 

boxes can be used to bolster populations. Research will focus on three species of arboreal 

mammals: the brush-tailed rabbit-rat, Conilurus penicillatus; the brush-tailed phascogale, 
Phascogale tapoatafa; and the brush-tailed possum, Trichosurus vulpecula. 

Mike Hitchcock is a PhD student with the Quantitative and Applied Ecology Group, The University of Melbourne. He 
is currently investigating the decline of arboreal mammals across northern Australia. Passionate about 
conservation, he would like to bring together scientists, managers, and communities to work towards protecting 
wildlife. 
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THE ROLE OF BLACK BOX (EUCALYPTUS LARGIFLORENS) IN THE ECOLOGY OF 
WOODLAND BIRDS 

Thomas Hunt1 
1 The University of Adelaide 

The Black Box woodlands of the Murray River floodplains support a diverse bird community and are 

thought to play a unique environmental role for bird species in the landscape, either seasonally or 
during times of drought, but little research has been undertaken to support this. With the current 

MDBA plan unlikely to deliver enough environmental water to adequately maintain the health of 

these floodplain woodlands, the consequences of their deterioration on woodland bird communities 
remains unknown. We hypothesise that Black Box woodlands support a unique community of birds 

in the landscape and that, as such, they require informed management to reduce the risk of species 
losses in these threatened habitats. This project is based in the Riverland region of South Australia. 

Continuing fieldwork has shown that each habitat type hosts a distinct community of woodland 

birds, indicating that each supports unique bird communities and is providing something unique for 

bird species in the landscape. However, healthy Black Box woodland and mallee woodland in 
particular show noticeable crossover in community composition, whilst degraded Black Box hosts a 

smaller and less diverse bird community. Bird communities also change seasonally, with some bird 

species changing in abundance at different times between mallee to Black Box. Indeed the greatest 
total bird abundances anywhere in the region were recorded in healthy Black Box during winter, 

appearing to coincide with an increase in psyllid abundance; these shifts highlight the important 
spatial and seasonal roles Black Box plays for woodland birds in the region. 

Thomas Hunt is a PhD candidate at The University of Adelaide for which he received the The Frederick James 
Sandoz Scholarship. As a postgraduate student he has a keen research interest in ornithology, terrestrial ecology 
and ecological processes. 

 

  


