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They can wire-walk a clothesline or leap more than 20 metres from
a rainforest canopy, but can they capture the public imagination?

oalas and kangarocos: the animals every tourist in
KAustraIia wants to see. A recent survey of departing

tourists Australia found that more than 70 percent had
seen a Koala on their Australian visit. According to Clive
Hamilton, director of the Australia Institute, Koalas alone
produce more than 31 billion of tourism income each year
and suppart approximately 9,000 jobs. Imagine telling those
tourists about an animal that lives in trees, like a Koala, but
is actually a kangaroo! Would they believe you? The majority
of the world's population, let alone Australians, do not even
know that tree-kangarcos exist

A dog up a tree

OF the ten living tree-kangaroo species, eight cocur in New
Guinea and neighbouring east Indonesian islands. Two are
found in far north Queensland: Lumheltz's Tree-kangaroo
| Dendrotagus lumholizi) and Bennett's Tree-kangaroo

{ Dendrolagus beraettianus)

When Morwegian explarer Carl Lumholtz, a theologian turned
biologist, was told by natives of far north Queensland in 1882
about a dog-sized tree-dwelling kangaroo that they called
boongary' . he was determined to see ane for himself, His
relentless pursuit of the must-see-it-to-believe-it creature
eventually won him the honour of having the species named

after hi[n__-h

The Lumbaltz’s Tree-kangaroo inhabits tropical rainforest
over approxi ely 5,500 km*, primarily on the Atherton and
gnds. Some have been sizhted as far south as
Carbine. Only 12 percent of this
According to a survey published
and Mammal Group [TEMG],

: Iéi.lm;u that tree-kangaraos existed in

four million years ago and that twe million

Bigantic species Inhabited New South Wales
€5IR0, a rather drastic climate change occurred

oy i 0 &nd 5000 years ago, A two degree temperature

“increasediiged out a large number of marsupials and caused

five sp cies of possum and the two tree-kangaroo species

to withdraw to the moist tropical tableland refuge of

north Queeansland

Today, the major threats to tree-kangaroos are those facing
much of our native fauna: habitat destruction (land clearing)
and fragmentation, traffic accidents and dogs. Tree-kangaroos
are very territorial, to the point of returning to their habitat
even after it has been cleared. This is a worry.

Why do Koalas get all the attention?

The lack of public interest generated by these phenomenal
creatures, as opposed (o the ever-popular Koala, is partly due
to their restricted geographic distribution in a sparsely
populated area of northeastern Australia. The Koala is found
(albeit in increasingly fragmented populations) as far north
as Magnetic Island off the coast of Townsville, all the way
down through New South Wales and Victoria to South
Australia and west to central and western Queensland
While Koalag are cute, particularly when young, they sleep
18-20 hours a day and lead sedentary lives. Granted, their
immaobility and the fact that their homes consist solely of
eucalypts, in which they can be spotted relatively easily in
the wild, does make them maore accessible to the public and

Australia's two tree-kangaroo species live only in the tropical
rainforests of northeast Oueensiand. Bennetl's Tree-kangaroo Is
found novth of the Daintree River; Lurmhbaliz's Tree-kangaroo
{pictured) ives primarily on the Atherton and Evelyn Tablelands
west of Caims.
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easy to admire. Koalas are also frequently and prominently
exhibited in zoos and sanctuaries worldwide.

Even though it has not yet been officially declared an
endangered species in any state, the dwindling Koala
population is finally beginning to generate much needed
public and government attention aimed at stabilising its
numbers. Tree-kangaroos deserve as much attention.

The Lumholtz’s Tree-kangaroo is classified as a ‘Rare’ species
under Queensland's Nature Conservation (Wildlife) Act
{1994). A5 3 ‘Rare’ species, it is ineligible for endangerad
species funding — be it from private or government groups
This ‘Rare’ classification is based on the geographical area
to which tree-kangaroos are restricted, a small section of far
north Queensland’s wet tropics, Al this stage, there is not
enough information for reclassification. Research would
help: funding. however, is practically non-existent. The
minimal funds raised are quickly spent on fundamental
basics such as rehabilitation enclosures, road signage,

and habitat revegetation

Literature, research and rehab

Rogzer Martin, a prominent Australian zoclogist, is the only
scientist to have carried cut extensive research on the
Bennett's Tree-kanagaroo. A delightful and riveting account of
the two plus years Martin spent in the field near Shipton's
Flat studying these elusive creatures appears in the currently
out-of-print Tree-Bangaraos, A Curious History, co-written by
Martin, Alexandra Szalay and Tim Flannery

Studies on Lumholtz's Tree-kangaroos, though thorough in
their scope, have been few and far between and limited
primarily to scientific papers written by researcher Graeme
MNewell and PhD student Elizabeth Procter-Gray. To date,

nct much reader-friendly literature is available to the
general public

One of the most recent sclentific field studies Is being
conducted by ICU PhD student Karen Coombes on the diet,
population dynamics and ecology of the Lumhbaoltz's Tree-
kangaroo in a habitat fragment on the Atherton Tablelands:
the 170 acres of rainforest on which she resides.

Coombes, previously a wildlife carer in the Morthern Territory,
has successfully rehabilitated injured adult tree-roos and is
now hand-raising Willie, a [9-month old orphaned
Lumholiz's Tree-kangaroo, These hands-on experiences give
Coombes up-close and personal insights into this unigue
and fascinating species. Margit Cianelli, another Atherton
Tablelands wildlife carer, has also hand-raised orphans and
rehahilitated injured adults aver the past thirty vears. Her
present ward is a seven month old female, Susan. Rob and
Ruth Whiston, near Shipton's Flat, have hand-raised
Bennett's Tree-kangaroos

In the wild, the Lumheltz's Tree-kangaroo joey stays in the
pouch for 10 to 12 moenths, then remains close to its mother
around for at least two years. Possibly it takes the mother
that long to teach her offspring the difference between edible
and toxic leaves, Human carers lack this useful knowledge
and also have little information on the composition of a
mother tree-"roo's milk at various stages of the joey's
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PrD student Karen Coormbes s combimng & study of Lumboltz’s
Tree-kangsroo populgtion dynamics with the hands-on expenence
of fostaring Willle, a 19-month old orphan. Afthough the subject
of scianhific studies. the unusual and appealing free-kangarcos are
surprisingly neglected in popular iterature.

development, Hand-rearing omphans is fraught
with difficulty and frustration.

Silly walks and high jumps

The Lumheltz's and Bennett's Tree-kangaroos are two of the
few mammals in Australia that move around during the day.
They are indeed difficult to spot in the wild, but once you
know what yvou are locking for, they are a treat to watch. For
the most part, adult tree-kangaroos, particularly females,
appear aloof and sedate perched on their high branches but
the young are active and inquisitive

Happing from branch to branch, climbing up or down trunks
or walking-yes, Lumholtz Tree-kangaroos actually put one
hindfoot in front of the other-these agile, ambulatory
macropods are delightful and quick to melt hearts. They are
reminiscent of Charlie Chaplin when seen from behind. Their
walk is more of & rolling waddle. When they propel



Tree-kangaroos can hop like ground-cwelling kangaroos but, 3s
the anly kangaroo able to move their hind legs independently of
each other, they are also efficient cimbers and walk with a
distinctive waddling gait. Their long, handsome fails are not
prehensile but do helg with balance.

themselves out of a tree their first few hops make rescunding
Godzilla-like thumps. Their leaps become silent as they gain
momentum and disappear into the scrub.

According to Roger Martin, Sassy, a hand-raised Bennett's
Tree-kangaroo at Shipton’s Flat in far north Queensland, is
reported to have regularly tight-rope walked on the clothes
line as its surrogate mother, Ruth, pegged out the laundry.
Bennett's and Lumholtz's have been observed ‘walking’
backwards one step at a time. This interesting macropod
adaptation actually helps them with their arboreal climbing
Tree-"roos have also been observed, in captivity. clambering
upside-down on ropes in mankey-like fashion

Hiding places

In trees, tree-kangaroos are virtually undetectable. Many a
frustrated field researcher will recount stories of waiting days
{andfor nights) for a sighting in a spot where the ground is

laden with fresh scats, After persistent effort they might be
lucky to glimpse a tail hanging cut of the high, vine-draped
canopy, Coombes had one radio-collared female who was
always 30 metres up a tree.

Coombes has also experienced Lumholtz tree-'roo wrath
during radio-collaring attempts. The darts are loaded

with Zoletil, a reliable sedative; however, Coombes has
experienced severe scratches while taking ‘just one more
phata' of a recovering adult male specimen prior ta
releasing him.

In Tree-kangaroos, A Curious Natural History, Roger Martin tells
of his countless failed attempts at catching Bennett's Tree-
kangaroos to radic-collar them. Mot only are they difficult to
locate but chasing them up a tree ar through the bush is by
no means a walk in the park. Tracking the collared specimens
presents its challenges as well. Quite a few of Martin's males
damaged or lost their collars during fights with other males.

One collared female youngster, Squeely, was of particular
interest to Martin when it became evident she was an
orphan. Concerned about her wellbeing due to her young
age, he decided that the next time they saw her, If she had
not been eating adequately, he would recapture and
hand-raise her.

The signal emitted by her collar was particularly weak one
day but it eventually led Martin to the spot where they had
captured Squeely. He searched the tree-tops but soon
realised that the radio signal was coming from the ground
and tracked it to a fallen tree, Tiptoeing carefully forward,
expecting to find a weak, hungry juvenile tree-'roo huddled
behind the log, Martin jumped back in shock when he
discovered a huge Amethystine Python coiled up contentedly
digesting a recent [copious) meal-Squeely.

Gourmet browsing

The Koala's diet is restricted to eucalypt leaves, Tree-
kangaroos, however, are accomplished gourmets, consuming
a wide variety of leaves from rainforest and sclerophyll
woodland plants, trees and shrubs — leaves including Black
Bean, Sarsaparilla. Candlenut. Grey Bollywood and Milky
Pine, as well as fruits, vines, epiphytes, tree ferns and flowers.
They even accasionally indulge in weeds such as lantana

and tobacco.

Koalas do have adorable ears, but the tree-kangaroo's tail-
longer than its entire body-makes up for the lack of fluffy
trimming on its hearing organs. The long, thick, leonine
extremity, the last third of which is bushier than the rest,
serves as a balancing and propping appendage. The tree-roo
often sits on it while napping with its head between its hind
legs. This habit is characteristic of other macropod species
such as rock-wallabies, to which tree-kangaroos are believed
to be distantly related.

Koalas can jump short distances from one eucalypt to
another, although it prefers to climb down and waddle to the
next tree. A tree-kangaroo, on the other hand, can vault ten
metres between trees (when they are not traveling on the
ground) and leap distances of over 20 metres down from the
canopy when threatened.
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— Atherton Tablelands —

An asset to the property

Only 12 percent of Lumhboltz's Tree-kangaroo habitat is under national park protection: the rest is
privately owned. The Atherton Tableland-based volunteer TKMG works to generate local interest. A
major goal has been to instill tree-'roo pride in local farmers and other landowners and encourage
them to add to existing tree-'roo habitat, or at least refrain as much as possible from clearing what is
left. TEMG periodically holds educational workshops for farmers and other community members, They
also offer dog obedience training classes (dogs love to chase tree-'roos), give presentations in schools
and host information booths at regional shows, festivals and markets.

Because the wet tropics is such a rich habitat for unique, diverse, rare and endangered species — tree
kangaroos, cassowaries, many possums, fig parrots and the Spectacled Flying Fox, among others — it
is vital that rainforest remnants be consemved, at the very least, and preferably linked and enlarged
Local environmental groups contribute substantially to revegetation projects to support native wildlife.
Planting corridors between rainforest fragments is a vital contribution, although it is doubtful that the
planting is keeping pace with the relentless clearing that continues in far north Cueensland

If only they could see one

Raising the tree-kangaroo’s profile and bringing to light the ureency of its plight entails making

the animal more accessible to the public. Right now only three facilities in Australia, all of them

in Queensland, have Lumholiz's Tree-kangarcos on display, There are none with Bennett's
Tree-kangaroos.

Efforts are being made to establish a strong and efficient communications network between the vets
and carers who work with Lumholtz’s Tree-kangaroos in the wild on the Atherton Tablelands and those
wha care far captive tree-"roos. Recently a casual group of a dozen or so dedicated tree-'roophiles
including carers, vets, bhiologists, zoologists and
zoockeepers met on the Tablelands to share concerns,
information and recent discoveries regarding the
objects of their affection. The more we know about
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Viats, carers, biologists and other Ires-kangaroo enthusiasts
an the Atherton Tablelands have begun meefing fo share
information and promote awarenass of their favourite
arboreal macropad



As adults, tree-kangaroos are fairly sedentary, spending most of
their time high in the rainforast canapy where they can be
extramealy difficuil 1o spot. Young tree-roos arg far more aclive
and inquisitive

tree-kangaroos, the easier it will be to ensure their survival
and spark the interest necessary to raise funds and public
awareness effectively

From a public relations point of view, the tree-kangarco's
most appealing features are its attractive, cute-and-cuddly
appearance and its non-threatening behaviour around people
and domestic animals. The tree-kangaroo has tremendous
potential to be an ideal pride-instilling mascot with which to
woo responsible tourists to a relatively unknown,
breathtakingly beautiful, tropical hinterland.

Because the population of tree-kangaroos in far north
Ciueensland is so small and geographically limited
ecotourism is undoubtedly the best way to draw attention 1o,
and suppoart, this rare and captivating macropod. The
creature’s elusiveness makes it a challenge for sightseeing
tourists on a short visit. Tableland farmstays and B&Bs
managed by strong wildlife proponents offer non-invasive

Like Koalas, tree-kangaroos are primarily tree-dwellers, Although
agite, they are particularly vulnerable when forced to travel any
distance on the ground benween rees, and land clearing is 3
seripus threat o the maintenance of a viable and healthy tree-
kangaroo population.

obszervation of Lumholtz's Tree-kangaroos at discrest
distances. One B&B in Yungaburra even features interpretive
signage about Lumhaltz's Tree-kangaroos on the walking
trails throughout the property. A few local guides offer tours
that include tree-"roo spotting

Amang tree-kangaroo devotees are those so desperate to
shine the limelight cn the object of their passion, they are
contemnplating branding it “The Koala of the North', The
Koala, endearing as it may be, gets plenty of exposure as it is
(including the logo of WPSQ, WAM's own publisher). | believe
the enthralling tree-dwelling macropods can thrive under
their own name. All they need is positive. compelling and
consistent PR

LEE K. CURTIS is a freelance writer, photographer and wildlife
enthusiast based on the Atherton Tablelands in far north
Cugansland. Email: lee@ataglance.com.au
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