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lRadio lracking possums during burning operations. T. Leltwich

Cuthbert leads a reasonably
comfortable l i fe high up in the
hol low of an old marr i  t ree.
Unl ike Shervl .  he has establ ished
and appeari to defend a limited
home range featur ing only one
home tree. Perhaps Cuthbert  is
just getting old, or maybe he
dosen't need to roam far for
food .  H is  home range  i s
surpr is ingly smal l .  The marr i  he
inhabits is in an area in the Peruo
forest that has been recently
burnt by wild fire. The trees have
been regenerating after the
b u  r n ,  p r o v i d  i n  g  d e l i c i o u  s
eoicormic leaves and shoots
near the nest ing holes of
Dossums. Because he does not
ipend so much t ime on the
g r o u  n  d  C u t h b e r t  i s  l e s s
vulnerable to oredat ion. But
what would have happened to
him had his home tree been
destroyed by the fire? Would he
have been destroyed also?

WHY STUDY POSSUMS?
T h e  b r u s h - t a i l e d  o o s s u m
(Trichosurus vulpecula) has an
amazing abi l i ty to adapt to,  and
colonize, new surroundings. In
the eastern states of Australia
damage to new shoots in pine
plantations has caused alarm,
and in New Zealand, the
introduced possum has spread
at an alarming rate causing
damage to the local vegetation
and affecting associated industry
(for example, apiary).  Most
research into the oossum has
been stimu lated f rom the fact
that in these areas, i t  is  a pest.

ln Western Australia these
marsupials are no nuisance, but
we need to know how foresr-
deoendent animals and birds are
affected by forestry operations
and related activities, such as
logging, c learf  el l ing, prescr ibed
burning and mining. Cradual ly,
t h e  F o r e s t s  D e p a r m e n t
Manjimup Research station is
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lThis is a well used oossum tree with a
pronounced scratch track up its trunk.
G- lnions

1 A typical possum tree in the area has a
broken too that has lormed a hollow rn
which the possums can live. C. ,nions

Creat Depression when the
price of a dozen possum pelts
had risen to 15 shillings ($1.50).

With European settlement
and the opening up of forested
a reas  fo r  ag r i cu l t u re ,  t he
distribution o{ the possum in
Western Australia gradually
declined until the present day
when numbers, not precisely
known, are believed to be
reduced to areas of  drv
schlerophyll forest with main
populations south of Collie. The
rapid reduction in possu m
numbers just after the Creat
Depression, combined with
current data on predation of
possums, leads us to believe that
t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  t h e
European red fox (Vulpes
vulpes) to Western Australia in
the 193& has been a major threat
to possum species,

POSSUM TREES

respectively, each inhabited by
possu ms, were cnosen Dy
researchers to observe the
effects of logging on ."possum
trees", and 1o ihvestiqite the
effects of high intensitv-autum n
fire on the-trees and on the

but these were not associated
with soeci f ic t ree s oecies,
Possumi showed no prelerence

f  o rm ho les  f rom b roken

diameter.

LOCGING
The effect of logging on the
possum trees in the area was
assessed by counting up the
number of stumps left from
logging operations of 12 years
ago, and comparing this with the
number of trees still standing
t h a t  s u p p o r t  a  p o s s u m
population. Some assumptions
need further research. As
possums inhabit decadent trees,
which are of  poor qual i ty
timber, then it would seem that
logging would not have a great
effect on possum populations in
the short term. In the long-term
view, logging perhaps affects the
number of trees which can grow
to maturity and develop the
required habitat characteristics.

BURNING
One area was burnt with a "hot"

burn to assess the amount of
damage (see fies. I & 9). We
track6d indiv i-du al  poisu ms
before, durine and after the
burn. The fird had a markeo

for nesting were most severely
affected b! the burn.
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The same area only months after the burn provides food lor re-colonizing oossumsl
Note the abundarice ol epicormic growtli from the trunks of the trees. C. ,nionj

A macabre silhouette - a brush-tailed I
possum hangs on to a branch as its
habitat burns around it. T. Leftwich

MAP OF STUDY S|TE (POST BURN) SHOWTNG RELAT|ONSH|p BETWEEN FtRE
INTENSITY AND POSSUM TREE DAMAGE

LEGEND
o Possum tree, inhabitable after
ourn
x Possum tree, uninhabitable
- Boundary road of burn area

1. COOL: 0 to 300 kwm-1
2. WARM: 300 to 500 kwm-1
3. HOT: 500 to '1000 kwm-1
4. VERY HOT: 100 to '1400 kwm-1
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