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A BRIGHT FUTURE - THE WOYLIE
SANDALWOOD STORY

Marie Murphy and Mark Garkaklis

I T the time of
f - \ E u r o p e a n
settlement the woylie
or brush-tailed
bettong was ex-
ftemely conmon and
occurred in large
numbers across the
southem third of the
cont inent .  Indeed,
accounts from the
1880s repor ted
woylies "swarming"

overlarge areas ofthe
landscape.

Tragically, in just
100 years the woylie
had declined to the
point that it existed in
only thee small remnant patches of woodland in the
south-west of Western Australia and was on the brink of
extinction. The good news is that recent conservation
efforts by the Deparlment of Conservation and Land
Management has seen a remarkable come back of the
woylie, so much so that in 1996 the woylie was
reclassified to non-threatened. Since the recovery ofthe
woylie, it has become possible to study their ecology in
some detail and it has been shown that woylies are
important ecosystem'engineers'. For example, the
woylie can create in excess of 100 small diggings per

night as they forage
for underground
fungi, or tmffles, and
a variety of bulbs.
These diggings have
a positive impact on
the soil by allowing
rainwater to infiltrate
the nomally water
repellentsoil. Woylie
diggings also affect
soil properties such
as bulk density and
the behaviour of soil
nutnents.

Woylies have
another very im-
portant role in the
ecosystem, which

has been largely over looked until recently. They are
very efficient seed dispersers. For the past 30 years
anecdotal evidence suggested that woylies disperse and
cache seeds from a variety of plants including
Gastro lobium species,  quandong (Santa lum
acuminatum) and Western Australian sandalwood (S
spicatum);however, this behaviour was not examined in
any detail until recently. In a study carried out in Dryandra
Woodland it was shown for the frst time how imDortant
woylies are to the ecology of sandalwood regeniration
through dispersing and caching their seeds.
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