
THERE IS something crazy 
about leaning on a 1,000 metre 

mountain in the middle of  the 
night with one cold, wet boot after 
accidentally stepping in the creek. 
And as forest ecologist Paul Meek 
says, you must have a passion about 
wildlife to withstand the rigors of  
doing this job. 

We are looking for a Hastings 
River mouse, and if  we find one all 
logging and development will be 
banned within a circle 800 metres 
in diameter around the location. 
On top of  the mountain, road 
maintenance gangs are grading the 
road in a special way to encourage 
the growth of  the endangered Dor-
rigo daisy, and the pre-logging 

of  their resource, something they 
had been crying out for since for-
ests first hit the political agenda. 

But all logging of  old growth 
forests has been banned, despite a 
dispute with protest groups such as 
the North East Forest Alliance 
over the definition. More impor-
tantly, Forests NSW now must be 
licensed to harvest timber in their 
own forests by the Department of  
Environment and Conservation, 
and license restrictions are rigor-
ous. 

“We must conduct pre-logging 
surveys of  every forest compart-
ment to determine if  any endan-
gered or vulnerable wildlife will be 
affected,” Meek says. A compart-

fauna survey crew are excited they 
have found a masked owl. 

Welcome to the new-look lean, 
clean and green Forests NSW. 

It is now several years since 
New South Wales signed the Re-
gional Forest Agreement and the 
Forests NSW estate has shrunk by 
about 50 per cent – most of  the 
area lost to the logging industry is 
now national park.  

Despite this, sawlog output has 
not decreased, although contractors 
are now cutting logs with a diame-
ter as small as 20 centimetres be-
cause compartment turn-arounds 
have been reduced to achieve sus-
tainability. Millers also have security 

The greening of  State Forests

State Forests wildlife survey crew at Chaelundi camp.



ment equates to 200 hectares of  
net log area and has its own man-
agement plan including environ-
mental restrictions. 

“The Hastings River mouse is 
so rare, a sighting will shut down 
the entire compartment and it will 
never be logged,” he adds. In the 
case of  a gold-tipped bat, the 
buffer around the recording will be 
200m, the same as for endangered 
frogs; a square-tailed kite nest will 
be protected for 100m around, as 
will a bat maternity roost. 

“Koala conservation prescrip-
tions are very complicated,” Meek 
says. “It depends on how many 
koalas are sighted, how much dung 
we find, as well as the number of  
scratches on trees. If  we find 
enough evidence, a total logging 
exclusion zone is established 
around the colony.” 

Hot spots with large numbers 
of  wildlife are protected, corridors 
link areas of  significance and ridges 
with creeks, steam-side buffers are 
protected, and logging banned 
from heathlands, rocky outcrops 
and slopes greater than 30 degrees. 
Visual buffers are retained around 
public access routes and lookouts. 

These requirements are expen-
sive to implement, and the infor-
mation is gathered by crews of  
trained ecology field workers.  

In the Northeast Region from 
Kempsey to the Queensland bor-
der, there are seven full-time sur-
veyors in crews of  one-two people 
examining up to four compart-
ments per week each.  

This means the workers are out 
in the field almost permanently, 
starting at the crack of  dawn to 
empty the traps set the night before 
and sometimes not finishing until 
2am if  night-time spotlighting is in 
order. In isolated country such as 
Chaelundi where we are tonight, 

now has a common bond with 
them, and that is a love for the ani-
mals and plants they are protecting. 

“I’d like to be at home with my 
wife and kids every night of  the 
week,” Jamie says. “But the job has 
to be done, and I’ve adapted to it. I 
look forward to sleeping in my own 
bed, and having a bath and watch-
ing TV.” Jamie adds that in the 
bushfire fighting season he could 
be away for two weeks at a time 
anywhere in the State. “It’s an en-
joyable job, a challenge, it’s interest-
ing and I get to see lots of  different 
country.” 

With Forests NSW crews now 
surveying wildlife in most of  the 
non-national park Crown-owned 
bush in the State, the information 
obtained is building an enormous 
database. This is supplied to a proj-
ect called the Australian Wildlife 
Atlas, which is administered by the 
National Parks and Wildlife Serv-
ice. Most of  the information on the 
atlas has been obtained by Forests 
NSW because the NPWS does not 
carry out on-going surveying.  

You could be forgiven for 
thinking that the once-reviled 
former Forest Commission is now 
conserving most of  the wildlife in 
the State. 

The focus at Forests NSW has 
moved to increasing the timber re-
source by plantations and partner-
ships with private property owners. 
Many hectares of  eucalypts have 
been planted throughout the re-
gion.                                                     

State forests in the past have 
provided only part of  the log 
supply to millers. Recently, the 
NSW State Government has been 
attempting to legislate for environ-
mental controls over forestry oper-
ations on private property, creating 
an outcry amongst private property 
owners, many of  whom have sub-
stantial timber reserves viewed like 
money in the bank.

the crew lives in a timber workers 
camp which is not exactly five-star. 

Fauna surveyors suffer from 
exposure to the cold and damp, are 
prone to insect-borne infections 
such as Ross River virus, are regu-
larly bitten by animals and tonight 
one of  the workers has had a tick 
removed from under his eyelid. 

Despite this, the limited 
number of  jobs with Forests NSW 
fauna surveying crews are highly 
valued and in great demand. Anna 
Lloyd, 26-years-old and single, has 
a Bachelors degree in environmen-
tal science and has been a fauna 
surveyor with State Forests for four 
years. 

“The hours are all over the 
place, but I love the job,” she con-
fides. “It’s a great way to learn on 
the ground, but it takes a toll on 
your personal life. There’s un-
planned night work, because every-
thing we do is weather-dependent. 
The summer frog and bat season is 
hectic and I can’t go to any classes 
or do team sports,” she says. 

“Sometimes we are not home 
until 3am and I get sleep-deprived 
at least twice a week.” Winter is the 
quiet time, but then days are 
shorter. It is rare that the crew gets 
time to sit around and read books. 
“I get a lot out of  it, but I think 
eventually I will move on. At least 
I’m planning to.” 

The pay is variable and incon-
sistent, but with overtime and al-
lowances there is enough to marry 
and raise a family. That’s what 
Jamie Bertram, 35, is doing. He is 
married and has two young chil-
dren.  

Previously a sawmill hand and 
logging overseer with the old For-
estry Commission, Jamie has had a 
different background to the gradu-
ates in the crew and arrived by a 
different route. But once there he 



HASTINGS RIVER MOUSE is 
not found on the Hastings River. 
The name is one of  those scientific 
anomalies due to the location of  
capture of  the original specimen 
being misidentified. 

Pseudomys oralis has been seen 
or captured only about 300 times, 

and is restricted to disturbed for-
ests – ones which have been burnt 
recently in bushfires or controlled 
burns, in forests that have been 
logged or grazed by cattle.  

It is not found in old growth 
forests, but in forests that are un-
dergoing change. As the forest ma-

tures after the disturbance, the 
mouse will die out or move along. 

The mouse has brownish-grey 
fur, large black eyes, black eye-ring, 
and a Roman nose. It feeds on 
grasses and herbs. Little is known 
about its breeding behaviour and 
its status is endangered.

Hastings River mouse



WOOLGOOLGA miller Ozzie 
Hall had falled plenty of  big trees 
before, but this giant flooded gum 
in Wedding Bells State Forest was 
the last one accessible to machin-
ery.  

Photographer Bruce Thomas 
couldn’t believe his ears when he 
was asked to cover the event. The 
year was 1990 and it was the end of  
the era of  unlimited access to 
standing timber on the Mid North 
Coast. 

“Ozzie bet log hauler Les Witchard 
he couldn’t load the log onto his 
truck and haul it to the mill,” Says 
Bruce. “Les accepted the bet of  a 
slab of  beer, and after the tree was 
dropped and with great difficulty 
got the log on the truck.  

“Twenty feet of  the butt had to be 
left behind, and when it was 
brought to the mill it was too big 
for the saws, so it was mounted on 
display outside the gates, where it 
remains to this day.”

Goodbye 
biggest 
tree


