The Leadbeater’s Possum
Overview
VicForests is committed to learning about and protecting the critically
endangered Leadbeater’s possum.

What does VicForests do to protect
Leadbeater’s possum habitat?

We are at the forefront of research to understand the possum’s habitat,
home range and ecology.

Since the introduction of the 1998 Central Highlands Forest
Management Plan VicForests has identified and excluded from
harvesting the possum’s key forest habitat. This includes protecting
different kinds of habitat, such as:

VicForests’ team of scientists and expert foresters are focused on the
protection of endangered species while overseeing sustainable timber
harvesting.

Zone 1A habitat, where there are 10 large live hollow bearing trees per
three hectares.

About the Leadbeater’s possum
Possums are usually found in Ash forest living in colonies of two to
12 animals and actively defend territories of approximately one to three
hectares. Their critical habitat includes hollow bearing trees for nesting
and a dense understorey of acacia for foraging.
In 2019, the Threatened Species
Scientific Committee conservatively
estimated the Leadbeater’s possum
population at between 2,500 and
10,000 1.
There are nearly 700 Leadbeater’s
Possum colonies protected in Victoria’s
State Forests. Since targeted nocturnal
spotlight surveys began in 2014 over
500 colonies have been found; where
in the previous 15 years only
96 colonies were known to exist.

Post 2014

Zone 1B habitat, where there are 12 live and dead hollow bearing
trees per three hectares (in patches greater than 10 ha) with a wattle
understorey.
In 2013, VicForests worked with the government and other authorities to
establish a Leadbeater’s Possum Advisory Group to manage and protect
the species. In 2014 we implemented the group’s recommendation to:
•
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Why is the Leadbeater’s possum endangered?
The Leadbeater’s Possum is only found in Victorian forests. Its restricted
distribution means high intensity wildfire in Victoria is the greatest threat
to the possum and this is predicted to increase under climate change
modelling.
In 2015 the Leadbeater’s possum was listed as critically endangered
due to the impact of the 2009 wildfires across a third of its known
distribution. To manage any potential threat from harvesting, VicForests
retain where possible hollow bearing trees and harvesting promotes the
development of acacia.

Apply Regrowth Retention Harvesting in over half of Central
Highlands ash species coupes. This retained mature forest elements
within harvested areas increases structural complexity across the
forest landscape and improved ecological integrity.

•

Modify regeneration practices to reduce the intensity of regeneration
burning to better protect and maintain forest values that support
development of future possum habitat.

Forest Stewardship Council® Controlled
Wood standard initiatives

•

Create a 12.6 ha harvest exclusion zone around a Leadbeater’s
possum sighting – this is equivalent to about six MCG football fields.
Since then VicForests has established 633 exclusion zones in State
Forests including creating 96 retrospective exclusion zones in areas
where Leadbeater’s possum were previously sighted.

In 2019, VicForests refined its approach to harvesting and regeneration as
part of our focus on achieving the Forest Stewardship Council® Controlled
Wood standard.

12.6 ha
Exclusion zone

Selected coupes are intensively surveyed with plots on a 100 m by 100m
grid, to record an estimate of the presence and density of hollow and
future hollow bearing trees.
This detailed understanding of forest values allows us to refine our
predictive models to an
unprecedented level of
accuracy to identify potential
possum habitat.

6 MCG football ovals

Ecological assessments
VicForests works closely with DELWP, who oversee the protection of
endangered species in Victoria, to implement the Code of Practice
for Timber Production 2014. It incorporates elements of the Central
Highlands Forest Management Plan and Leadbeater’s Possum Action
Statement.

Future possum habitat value
is further protected during
harvesting by contractors using
tablets with live operational
maps identifying hollow
bearing trees and other coupe habitat values.
Protected in national parks

Many biodiversity and habitat factors are considered to assess the
potential presence of the small nocturnal possums.
VicForests’ reviews maps, field and spatial data that identify types and
quality of forest habitats, historical sightings of endangered species and
the impact of previous fires on the forest.
Independently, DELWP undertakes desktop reviews of coupes to
prioritise the top 80 per cent of coupes it will survey for important
biodiversity values including Leadbeater’s possum habitat. Where high
quality habitat features are found, nocturnal surveys are undertaken
using spotlights, thermal imaging and baited camera traps to detect the
possum’s presence.
80% DELWP (Independent)

Similarly, VicForests undertakes
spotlight surveys in coupes not
surveyed by DELWP that have
the potential to be occupied by
Leadbeater’s possums.
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Briefly, by the numbers
Seventy per cent of the 204,400 ha Central Highlands Ash forest
is protected in formal national parks and conservation reserves or
areas excluded from harvesting. VicForests does not harvest in these
protected areas.
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