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General Manager at Port Stephens Council, council@portstephens.nsw.gov.au 

File number PSC2020-00819-002  

 

Koala Koalition EcoNetwork Port Stephens (KKEPS) strongly supports the view that Port Stephens 

Council and the NSW State Government must realise that destruction of koala habitat is inconsistent 

with saving koalas in the wild and increases the risk of koalas being extinct in New South Wales by 

2050 1. 

 

KKEPS members have reviewed the Kings Hill Draft Voluntary Planning Agreement (VPA) and attached 

Biodiversity Conservation and Management Plan (BCAMP) that has been on exhibition for public 

comment by 25 August 2021 2. 

 

The Kings Hill Urban Release Area is within an Area of Regional Koala Significance. Surveys have 

confirmed that Kings Hill is prime koala habitat with an active, healthy, koala population. Ecologists 

have recognised Kings Hill as being an actively breeding and important koala hub. This includes 

significant evidence of koalas and breeding within the development footprint 3, 4. 

 

Hunter JRPP assessment 

KKEPS members are concerned that the Developer and Port Stephens Council are considering signing 

this agreement before the relevant JRPP gives their final determination on the Development Concept.  

The JRPP determining this development application have assured us that “The Chair remains 

committed to holding at least one more public meeting before this application is determined. 

Submitters will be notified when the date of the next public meeting is confirmed.” 5 Considering the 

Draft VPA before JRPP decision seems, therefore, to be incongruous and we question the validity of 

doing so. 

 

At the December 2020 JRPP hearing on the Kings Hill development, EcoNetwork Port Stephens made 
the following points: 
 
• If it is decided that the proposed conservation areas in Kings Hill are to be planted with native 

trees, the area should be carefully monitored and after 3 years, an independent monitoring group 
should check for the success of this strategy before any infrastructure development can proceed, 
including the monitoring of koala movements to the newly planted areas.  

  
• If this strategy is successful, it will be groundbreaking. If this strategy has been successfully used 

in the past, we need to know where. Our search of the literature on koala relocation finds only 
failure. This is why Koala Koalition EcoNetwork Port Stephens asks that the program to develop 
alternate habitat be carefully studied and proved successful before any urban development is 
commenced.  
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Nutritional quality 

Kings Hill is another example of prime koala habitat being targeted for housing with some of the 

poorest quality habitat, mostly in the proposed Conservation Area, to be ‘enriched’ for the koalas and 

other wildlife. Our concerns regarding nutritional quality stem from studies of the area by the 

Australian National University (ANU). Karen Ford and Kara Youngentob assessed the nutritional quality 

of koala feed trees in nine separate transects at Kings Hill. The report published in 2019 6 identified 

nutritional differences across the development zone and conservation areas. The nutritional values 

show that transects 6 to 9 recorded higher levels of digestible nitrogen; these transects are either 

within the development area or on the edge of the development area. To ensure the enrichment of 

the transects with lower nutritional values (i.e. within the conservation areas) results in optimum 

digestible Nitrogen levels, further studies will be needed. 

 

Ellis (et al) studied koala movements over six years and found that koalas move on a daily basis with 

day time resting spots and night time feeding spots according to foraging and social strategies. The 

nutritional quality is important as food tree selection is mediated by folar chemistry and possibly by 

the need to avoid toxic substances. Being stationery aids their ability to detoxify secondary 

compounds in the leaves and help them regulate their hydration levels. The study recommends that 

koala spatial ecology should place a premium on minimising travel while maximising nutrient intake 

and detoxification 7. 

 

A peer review of the Kings Hill SIS by environmental consultant Umwelt in May 2021 8 supports the 

need to monitor the planned conservation areas before any work is done to the development site. 

Umwelt states: 

 

“The ‘no significant impact’ outcome of the SIS relies on the implementation of a key mitigation 

strategy (forest nutrient enrichment) that is novel and, in our view, the SIS has not adequately 

demonstrated that this mitigation measure has been used successfully in a similar 

situation (DECC 2007). As a result, the information presented, and conclusions drawn in the SIS 

in relation to the koala are insufficient to determine that concurrence is not required. The impact 

mitigation strategy for the koala relies substantially on supplementary plantings of preferred 

koala food trees within retained forest communities and in currently cleared areas (referred to 

as intraforest enrichment plantings or forest enrichment strategy). The implementation of this 

strategy is not considered to be sufficient to determine that the proposal will not result in a 

significant impact on the local population of the koala” 9.  

 

MJD, a further environmental consultancy invited to comment on the application, agreed with RPS 

and the details in the SIS stating that there would ‘be no significant outcome’. A memo from MJD to 

Port Stephens Council, however, shows that MJD’s position is reliant on the Conservation Areas and 

BMP being successful with fully funded management and expanded to adjacent land where possible. 

Conversely, if this untried and untested approach fails, it is reasonable to say that MJD believe there 

will be a significant impact on threatened species, populations and ecological communities, and that 

local extinctions will occur 10. 

 

Climate change 

The koala in NSW today not only has to contend with diminishing habitat but increasingly the effects 

of climate change. The 2020 report that followed the NSW Govt Inquiry into Koalas, detailed various 

submissions confirming that climate change was already having a negative effect on koala populations 

in line with the IUCN’s recognition that the koala is one of ten species most likely to be impacted 11. 
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A study by Dr Ben Moore (Western Sydney University's Hawkesbury Institute) has shown that with 

climate change “both temperature and increasing atmospheric concentrations of CO2 can act 

independently and in concert to alter the physiology of plants and the quality of plant tissues as food 

for herbivores” 12.  As climate change has also been found by Kara Youngentob (ANU) to reduce time 

spent grazing by marsupials when experiencing higher than normal temperatures, nutritional value is 

even more important 13. If nutritional value is not at optimal levels, this may be detrimental to the 

survival of koala populations. For this reason, further detailed studies of the conservation areas are 

imperative and should be undertaken before the development area is cleared to ‘encourage’ koalas 

to locate to the conservation areas on higher ground. 

 
Species Impact Statement (SIS) inadequacies 

From the peer review Umwelt concludes that: 

 

1. The size of the Conservation Area is inadequate – 

The proposed biodiversity offset in the form of a conservation area is beneficial but is not considered 

to be of a large enough size compared to the impact that it justifies, as per the conclusion formed in 

the SIS that it mitigates the risk of a significant residual impact. 14 

 

2. The field work contained in the SIS is inadequate– 

Using flora as an example, the field work was inadequate in coverage, inadequate in 

intensity/density, and poorly timed (i.e. the wrong season). As an example of fauna survey 

inadequacies, Umwelt reported that studies looking at the Brush-tailed Phascogale had an 

“absence of identifying the extent of the local population of the species or adequately determine 

the importance of the habitat to be removed in the broader context of the species, it is difficult to 

determine whether the local population of the brush-tailed phascogale will be placed at risk of 

extinction following the removal of 203.6 ha [sic] of known habitat and taking into account the 

identified ameliorative measures proposed”  15 

 

Conservation and Impact Areas 

While there has been criticism on the plans to clear highly suitable koala habitat for development 

while enriching lower quality habitat for the koalas and other wildlife, there is also a question mark 

over the development footprint and the area being considered as conservation areas. The March 2020 

SEE states that the ‘Conservation Area’ comprises of “244.25 ha of land, including 38.5ha of urban 

zoned land”.  The urban zoned area or ‘Impact Area’ is given as “272.88 ha in area comprising 212.14 

ha of native vegetation and 60.74 ha of cleared lands”. It is called the Impact Area because the SEE 

considers that “impact avoidance is not necessary to avoid a significant impact” 16, 17. In contrast, the 

2019 SIS, as peer reviewed by Umwelt states that a “total of 152.38 ha of vegetation will be cleared 

for the proposed development comprising known habitat for the Koala. A total of 190.59 ha of habitat 

will be retained in the conservation area and managed in accordance with a Council approved BMP” 
18. How can an application be assessed when there is conflicting information? 

 

Koalas and environmental stressors 

Studies have shown that environmental stressors and trauma can have a detrimental impact on koala 

populations. While habitat loss and fragmentation are key stressors and may result in additional 

stressors such as reduced resource availability or nutritional deficiency if preferred koala feed trees 

are sparse, other stressors include noise, urbanisation, predation or injury due to additional habitat 

edges and extra ground level travel, increased competition between koalas if the range is reduced, 

changes to social contact and breeding opportunities within and between koala populations which 

may result in a decline in genetic diversity/ allelic richness reducing robustness in future generations 
19 - 21. Any acute or long-term challenging stimuli can result in the activation of the neuroendocrine 
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system and the release of glucocorticoids (stress hormones). When koalas are experiencing chronic 

stress, energy is focused on ongoing glucocorticoid production, at the expense of other bodily needs 

including growth and development, reproduction, and immunity. Of particular concern is how stress 

hormones suppress the koala’s immune system which can progress a Chlamydial infection to clinical 

disease 22 – 24.  

 

Koala fencing and koala movement 

The Biodiversity Conservation Area Management Plan (BCAMP) outlines the possible location of an 

extensive koala fence designed to separate as of yet finalised conservation areas from proximal urban 

lands. Additional fencing will exist where land borders E2 and rural lands 25. The conservation areas 

will also include a network of managed tracks, gates and a road that runs from east to west. While the 

BCAMP state that fencing is necessary to protect vegetation and habitat and to separate fauna, 

including koalas, from the threats of urban or agricultural land, there is no indication as to how the 

fence limits movement and restricts their home range. There are also local concerns regarding the 

feasibility of koala fencing in more elevated areas at Kings Hill. A local landowner in an earlier 

submission asked: “How are these fences going to be able to cope with the large volume of water that 

travels thru this area in moderate to heavy rain the water is large in volume and can be quite deep in 

spots with branches etc which will also block and damage the fences? No fence is capable of coping 

with the volume of water & branches, leaves etc that comes thru this whole area” 26. 

 

Section 2.6.2 discusses the high canopy connectivity habitats that link conservation areas with land to 

the north, south and to the east (the other side of the Pacific Highway) 27. Figure 4 claims to show 

important movement pathways that avoid the urban areas 28.  As the fencing is quite extensive to keep 

koalas in the Conservation Area or domestic dogs out and the corridors are minimal and have gaps 

which also appear to be fenced, there seems to be some contradiction here. There are also concerns 

with BCAMPS’ suggestion that connections have continued with koala populations east of the Pacific 

Highway, contradicting Biolink’s assessment that the koala hub is bordered by the Pacific Highway and 

that the Highway steadily reduces genetic connections 29.  

 

Threatened status assessment of koalas in QLD, NSW and ACT 

Past severe droughts and bushfires, as well as ongoing and increasing habitat clearance for 

urbanisation, have decimated the koala population in NSW. In one year, NSW has experienced an 

estimated 70% decline in our koala population. 30, 31.  These declines resulted in the Federal 

Government reviewing the threatened species protection status of koalas in NSW, Queensland and 

the ACT with the Threatened Species Scientific Committee (the Committee) undertaking an 

assessment to see if the status should be raised from ‘vulnerable’ to ‘endangered’. The committee will 

pass its recommendation to the Australian Government and Minister for the Environment.  Mosaic 

extinctions are already known to be occurring throughout the Port Stephens LGA as identified in the 

KKEPS submission to the Federal Listing enquiry 32. Since the NSW listing relies on the Federal listing, 

it would be entirely appropriate for KHD and Port Stephens Council to wait for these outcomes and 

mitigate their plans for Kings Hill accordingly 33.  
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KKEPS propose the following: 
 

• That any further decisions on the Kings Hill development wait for the outcomes of the Joint 
Regional Planning Panel (JRPP – the Panel) assessment on the Concept Development 
application and the koala uplisting assessment by the federal Threatened Species Scientific 
Committee. 

• That a new SIS is developed after findings on the koala in the Federal and NSW Governments 
are determined, or alternatively, as suggested by the Umwelt Review, that the SIS for Kings 
Hill is referred to EES, (Environment, Energy and Science), within DPIE for assessment. 

• That if the VPA is approved, the Panel insist on independent, scientific monitoring of the 
Conservation Area before any work can start on Kings Hill housing or infrastructure. KHD have 
to prove that there has been minimal impact on the fauna and they have successfully 
transferred to the Conservation Area with minimum stress and upheaval. 

• That if the VPA is approved the Panel consider the adequacy of funding to ensure that the 
conservation obligations of the SIS are met by PSC in-perpetuity. The Panel should also ensure 
that the VPA contains provisions that govern spending of money allocated for management 
of the conservation area to ensure it is spent for that purpose. We note that PSC have not 
been able to fund revised Plans of Management for some iconic sites within the LGA, nor fire 
management plans nor the eradication of feral pests from these areas. 

• That a variety of fencing will be utilised appropriately across the site. There is quite a lot of 

evidence about what type of fencing is most effective, but the main concern is that some 

fencing types will restrict koala movement throughout the development area.   

• That consideration be given to the road constructed East/West that cuts through the 

conservation area.  KKEPS recommends the use of a bridge for vehicles so the conservation 

area isn't literally cut into pieces making it difficult for animals to pass/cross safely.  Koalas are 

known to return to trees in their memory for feeding/mating long after their removal which 

will put them at risk from people, dogs and cars. This has been shown to cause stress so that 

symptoms of chlamydia may become evident thus creating a diseased population unable to 

reproduce well.   

• That consideration be given to the clear need for koalas to be able to get to the Eastern side 
of the highway from the proposed development.  As yet there are no plans showing 
connectivity. A wide vegetated overpass would be excellent progress towards facilitating this 
connectivity.   

 
Thank you for the opportunity to be able to comment. 
 
I would like to acknowledge the main authors of this document who are members of KKEPS being Erica 
Walsh and Kathy Brown. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
On behalf of Koala Koalition EcoNetwork Port Stephens (KKEPS) 
 
Carmel Northwood 
Convenor 
0422225437 
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EcoNetwork Port Stephens now has a special interest group, 

Koala Koalition EcoNetwork Port Stephens or KKEPS. 

In June this year EcoNetwork Port Stephens held a meeting of 

Affiliates and Members and one of the biggest concerns was 

the survival of the koala in Port Stephens.  

Out of this came a determination to pool resources and work 

together to have a positive impact on the plight of the koala.  

 

Groups represented by Koala Koalition Econetwork Port Stephens (KKEPS) include the Myall Koala & 

Environmental Support Group, Tilligerry Habitat, the Hunter Botanic Gardens, the Boomerang Park 

Preservation Group, the National Parks Association and Voices of Woodford and Wallalong (VoWW), 

which includes the Save Port Stephens Koalas group and individual members. Many have been 

members of environmental groups for over 20 years and have a broad range of experience and 

qualifications.  

The Group recognises the koala as an iconic and keystone species. Our biodiversity and environmental 

balance are endangered by their demise.  

KKEPS objectives include –  

• collation of information and data on koala habitat 

• identification and protection of vital koala corridors 

• using this information to work with all levels of government and government agencies to ensure 

the survival of koalas in Port Stephens. 

KKEPS strongly supports the view that Port Stephens Council and the NSW State Government must 

realise that destruction of koala habitat is inconsistent with saving koalas in the wild. 

 

 

 


