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Trees not only store vast amounts of carbon thus contributing to balance our carbon emissions, mature trees in particular play an important ecological role. It’s their decline in our landscapes that affect a wide range of Australia’s wildlife as Dr. Philip Gibbons explained in his well attended presentation at the Friends Blue Gum School Lounge on the 18 September 2008.  
Phil introduced himself in the informal manner that characterized his talk, which was well structured, entertaining, and informatively illustrated.  From a job in forestry at Orbost, East Gippsland, his enquiring mind had sought a deeper understanding of trees, and via the Australian National University (ANU), CSIRO and The NSW Department of Environment and Climate Change he is now a Senior Fellow in the Fenner School of Environment and Society at the ANU.

The evolution of native forests over 14 million years has changed them from predominantly rainforest to eucalyptus as the climate became drier. A consequence has been an increase in tree hollows, which form a habitat for more then 300 vertebrate species.  Locally, hollows are occupied by 20 bird species, 8 mammals, including 6 bat species and 2 reptile species.

One third of all hollow-using species in Australia are threatened by loss of tree hollows. This loss results from a culture that is inimical to the preservation of old and large trees, which are the main source of hollows - only eucalypts older then 120 years produce hollows suitable for vertebrate animals. Causes of loss in urban areas are the fear of fire, a preference for a ‘tidy’ landscape and the fear of falling limbs.

The long-term consequence of such attitudes will be the erosion of the population of large trees. In relatively undisturbed box-gum woodland, a size distribution of the tree population per hectare is approximately:

Diameter (cm)

5-20
21-40
41-60
above 60


Number

170
60
20
20

However, in an area on the urban fringe at the lower slopes of Mount Majura, a recent study has found that the number of small trees is almost the same (less then 20 per hectare) as the number of large trees. Thus the replacement of large hollow bearing trees over time is unlikely.

Measures to counter the trend and its consequent threat to wildlife as a loss of habitat are:


1. Protect old and dead trees


2. Prominently label them as a wildlife habitat


3. Similarly preserve fallen timber in reserves


4. Ensure ongoing recruitment of young trees


5. Place nest boxes.

Rules for successful nest boxes.


1. Waterproof


2. Minimal size entrance


3. Adequate depth (more then 20 cm)


4. Rough inside surface so young can exit


5. Empty (no nesting material)


6. Place well apart


7. Mount accessibly for observation (such as removal of pests)

At the conclusion of his talk Phil answered many questions, referring to local experiences of the audience.
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Fig. 1. Distribution of tree stem diameter in (a) relatively unmodified box gum woodland of ACT / NSW (b) box gum woodland at the Mt Majura horse paddock.  Fig. 2. Prediction of the number of hollow trees on the Mt Majura site, if the observed low rate of recruitment continues (Philip Gibbons) 
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Diameter distribution for Mt Majura box gum woodland
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Prediction hollow trees on Mt Majura
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