
Resurrected 
possum with  
political 
power By Roger Fryer

THE hair on Henry Wilkinson’s 
neck stood on end when he 

sighted a small possum with a club-
shaped tail at Tommy’s Bend in the 
Yarra Ranges near Melbourne. 

The date was April 3, 1961, the 
time about 11.30pm in the dense 
and spectacular forests of  the 
Cumberland Valley, where 
mountain ash, the tallest flowering 
plant in the world, grows amongst 
the soft foliage of  sassafras and 
silver wattle. 

Wilkinson knew what he was 
looking at – a Leadbeater’s possum, 
Gymnobelideus leadbeateri, which had 
been presumed extinct for most of  
the century after only five 
specimens had been found since it 
was first described in 1867. 

Wilkinson worked as an 
assistant at the National Museum, 
where the skins of  the collected 
specimens were kept, and in his 
spare time searched the mountains 
near Melbourne for rare species. 
C.W. Brazenor, the museum 
director, thought Leadbeater’s 
possum would never be found 
again, but Wilkinson kept the 
dream alive because of  rumours 
amongst mountain dwellers of  a 
possum different from the norm. 

Two of  these different possums 
were sighted by Wilkinson and his 
two friends, and he went back to 
Melbourne that night thrilled with 
the possibility of  a major discovery.  
Brazenor refused to believe him, so 
Wilkinson returned for evidence, 
and five days later came back with 

the first photographs ever taken of  
the elusive animal. 

That was 35 years ago, and 
Wilkinson has since lived out a 
career as a mining geologist at 
Bendigo. His hobby now is 
researching the unlikely but 
persistent reports of  Tasmanian 
tigers being sighted on the 
mainland. 

Leadbeater’s possum, however, 
has gone on to become an icon of  
forest conservation – an 
exhaustively studied species about 
which so much is known it is 
possible to predict with some 
accuracy the effects of  variables like 
logging on its chance of  survival. 

This knowledge gives advocates 
of  forest conservation a tool they 
have never had before. 

The Labor Federal Government 
tried to placate both sides of  the 
forest conservation dispute with 
the deferred and comprehensive 
forest assessments – deferring 
logging until areas of  conservation 
significance could be identified and 
reserved. 

Victoria, ironically, is a signatory 
to this “ultimate” agreement, but it 
remains to be seen whether the 
Howard Government will keep 
funding the seven different federal 
departments and agencies working 
on the problem. The initiative may 
have been well-meaning, but it 
lacked one essential ingredient – 
the raw data. 

This data comes at a high cost, a 
cost which all players in the game – 
greenies, loggers, governments and 



the scientific community – have 
been unwilling to pay. 

It would be costly to go before 
the logging crew into each coupe to 
study and perhaps save some of  
the plants and animals before 
operations begin. The best we can 
come up with is information from 
computer-simulated models and 
geographic information systems  
which predict biodiversity using 
data like climate, geology and 
vegetation, without the costs of  
actually surveying the areas 
intensively. 

But thanks to lucky 
circumstances, more is known 
about Leadbeater’s possum than 
any other forest-dwelling animal 
except the northern spotted owl, a 
species endangered by logging in 
the United States, which became a 
presidential election issue and on 
whose conservation more than $50 
million has been spent. 

After Wilkinson’s discovery in 
1961, Leadbeater’s possums began 
turning up regularly in areas where 
mountain ash grew. Mountain ash 
are a feature of  the Central 
Highlands of  Victoria – a valuable 
tree which can grow in pure stands 
up to 100 metres high. 

Leadbeater’s possum is most 
likely to be found in mountain ash 
forests which were devastated by 
the 1939 Black Friday bushfires. 
After the fires the regrowth 
mountain ash has grown in tall, 
straight coppices and is highly 
valued by the building industry. 
The possums like it as well, 
especially the old “stags”, or 
hollow-bearing mature trees killed 
in the fires, which provide nesting 
hollows, and the dense 
undergrowth of  sassafras and silver 
wattle which allows them to move 
about easily and provides them 
with sap to eat. 

The known range of  
Leadbeater’s possum is within 
cooee of  the closely settled outer 

suburbs of  eastern Melbourne, and 
is partly extremely well protected  
in the fenced catchment area of  
Melbourne’s water supply, in which 
it is illegal to walk a dog or urinate, 
let alone chop down a tree. 

Since its rediscovery, 
Leadbeater’s possum has been 
made one of  the two fauna 
symbols of  conservation in the 
state – the other is the extremely 
rare helmeted honeyeater found 
nearby. 

The possum is vocal, fearless, 
doesn’t live high in the forest 
canopy, is easy to breed, and lives 
in a more or less discrete area 
within easy driving distance of  
some good pubs. Moreover, its 
history, ecology and management 
potential are extremely interesting. 
Healesville Sanctuary and the 
Melbourne Zoo are among a group 
of  zoos world-wide, including one 
in Poland, breeding them and 
recording their family trees in a 
stud book. 

It is exceptional within Australia 
for an endangered species to be the 
subject of  so much data and with 
such a healthy outlook within the 
powers of  man to control. From 
these studies in has emerged that 
Leadbeater’s possum is a “flagship 
species” – management for its 
conservation will automatically 

include protection for a whole suite 
of  other species such as the greater 
glider, yellow-bellied glider, 
powerful and sooty owls, parrots; 
even skinks, frogs and fish. 

Victoria has gone a long way 
towards achieving this, mapping 70 
per cent of  Leadbeater’s possum 
habitat already and identifying 
every single hollow-bearing stag 
protruding through the forest 
canopy with aerial photographs – 
not bad for a state often seen as 
pro-development. 

Leadbeater’s possum is thus 
more than just an emblem for 
conservation. On its home ground 
it is a cornerstone of  integrated 
forest management – a possum 
with political power. The scientist 
who collected most of  this data 
used to work for the Victorian 
Department of  Conservation and 
Natural Resources, and has now 
moved on to the Australian 
National University where he has 
the freedom to speak out about 
current logging practices and 
conservation management for 
Leadbeater’s possum. 

Dr David Lindenmayer says that 
with Leadbeater’s possum we have 
the chance to “get it right”. “In the 
case of  Leadbeater’s possum,” he 
says, “we know what to do. If  the 
Victorian Government throws this 
chance away, we will have to go 
back to square one. If  the Howard 
Government dismantles the forest 
assessment agreement, this issue 
will never go away.” 

He says the demand for 
woodchips is driving the industry 
to ignore sensible logging practices 
for short-term gains. 

The Victorian Government is 
committed by legislation to protect 
Leadbeater’s possum, but “only 25 
per cent of  Leadbeater’s possum 
habitat is protected by the Yarra 
Ranges National Park,” 
Lindenmayer says. “And an 
uncontrolled wildfire could easily 



wipe this out. In the rest, the 
government is locked into 
contracts to satisfy logging quotas 
on an 80-year rotation.” That is, an 
area or coupe logged now can be 
logged again in 80 years. 

This is too short for 
conservation of  the possum, which 
requires a array of  reserves in the 
wood-production area – at least 
1000ha in 4000ha – and a longer 
rotation. 

“The 80-year rotation, and I 
suspect it s often less, does not 
provide for the conservation of  
Leadbeater’s possum,” 
Lindenmayer says. “Nor does it 
commit the logging companies to 
provide the fine-quality joinery 
timber which the building industry 
values. Sixty-five to 70 per cent of  
the trees are being used for pulp. 
The government should buy some 
of  the logging licenses back and 
bring in sensible logging practices.” 

Now for the really bad news. 
Scientists monitoring populations 
of  Leadbeater’s possum are 
predicting a big decline in its 
numbers. The large hollow-bearing 
stags killed in the 1939 bushfires, 
which provide nesting sites, are 
beginning to succumb to old age 
and are falling over. This natural 
process is further exacerbated by 
exposure to the elements from 
intensive logging. 

The predicted decline is the 
cause of  Leadbeater’s possum’s 
endangered classification. Dr 
Lindenmayer would prefer some of  
the mountain ash to be grown 
through to perhaps 250 years, at 
which age they would be unsuitable 
for logging but ideal for nest 
hollows. The surrounding trees 
could be culled more frequently to 
provide better feeding habitat. 

Two-hundred-and-fifty years? 
By then the world’s population may 
have gone through the roof. What 
will the pressure be on the forests 
then? Will we even be here then? 

It’s a complicated way for man to 
manage a forest to emulate what 
nature might have achieved if  left 
alone, but while flexing its political 
muscle, Leadbeater’s possum could 
very well lead the way. 

The mountain ash forests of  the 
Yarra Ranges defy the usual 
description of  Australian bush. The 
trees rise tall and straight in ordered 
ranks, and the undergrowth is soft 
and deep green. Fallen timber hides 
the real forest floor, and all the 
gullies run with the pure, cold 
water of  mountain streams. The 
silence is so deep while you’re 
listening for possums that you can 
hear the blood rushing thorough 
your ears, yet the ambience is full 
of  the subtle whispering of  the 
breeze in the tree-tops, the crashing 
of  unseen animals, and the tinkling 
of  the ever-present misty drizzle. 

You don’t look for Leadbeater’s 
possums, you listen for them with 
the spotlight turned off, for the 
bright light inhibits the power of  
your ears. They come quickly, 
crashing through the undergrowth 
in measured leaps reminiscent of  a 
giant’s footsteps. When they are 
close you can turn on the spotlight, 
and you will be surprised at how 
small they are – you could fit half  a 
dozen in your trouser pockets. 
They are about 20 centimetres long 

with a slightly longer tail that is 
thicker at the end than at the base. 
They have a dorsal stripe like the 
similar sugar glider, but are noisier 
and more aggressive, with dark 
cheek stripes a distinguishing 
feature. 

By day the possums nest in 
bark-lined nooks in the deep 
fissures of  the trunks of  dead, 
mature mountain ash, in mated 
couples and small family groups. 
They carry the soft nesting material 
to the nest site rolled up in their 
tails. Mating pairs appear sexually 
faithful and bond in a “69”-style 
ritual of  mutual tail-gland licking. 

By night they are very active and 
vocal, calling to each other with 
sibilant sneezes as they leap from 
shrub to shrub. They eat insects, 
spiders and crickets from under the 
bark of  eucalypts, nectar from 
flowering shrubs, and lerps, plus 
sugar-rich sap which oozes from 
gouges they bite into the wood of  
silver wattle. They defend their 
territory aggressively, and will mob 
and viciously attack humans who 
attempt to hold one of  their 
number if  it emits a hissing distress 
cry. When fighting, males will 
sometimes fall to the ground 
locked together and can be picked 
up. 

For 30 years all their 
requirements have been met in 
abundance and their population has 
bloomed. Nest sites may be 100 
metres apart and contain up to nine 
individuals. The Centre for 
Resource and Environmental 
Studies where Dr Lindenmayer 
works estimates the population is 
about 4,000, with a predicted 
decline to a low of  only 500, not 
enough to keep the population 
viable. 

* David Lindenmayer’s second book 
on Leadbeater’s possum, Wildlife and 
Woodchips, has just been published by 
University of  NSW Press. $34.95 pp 156.


