Field Officers Joel Fordham (left) and Scott Davis (right) on a sunny Friday afternoon helping the
students at Talbingo Public School get a hands-on understanding of how to help a landscape recover its
biodiversity.

EMERGENCY HOUSING FOR BATS & FRIENDS
Fact: Hundreds of habitat boxes have been built, painted and set out across sections of
2019 fire-affected Kosciuszko National Park. It’s part of the post-fire rehabilitation
works, but what’s special about these boxes is the heart-gladdening mix-mash of
people who’ve made it happen. The cast includes the Polish Volunteer Fire Fighters
from Poręba Spytkowska, the NSW Nordic Ski Club & Friends Volunteers, NSW Parks’
Hawkweed Team, and finally the six students of Talbingo Public School. Our story kicks
off in southern Poland. NSW Ranger Rosie McVeigh (Jindabyne), whose focus is
conservation and bushfire recovery, explains…
“Soon after the fires, and out of the blue, the Foundation for National Parks contacted us. They
had received $150,000 donated from Polish Volunteer Fire Fighters to be used for natural
recovery works in fire affected parts of Kosciuszko.” From a world away, the Polish community
had swiftly raised funds to help start healing the Australian Alps. “There are strong historic and
cultural heritage links through the exploits of countryman and explorer Pawel Edmund
Strezlecki – who climbed and named Mount Kosciuszko - which led to the fund raising. The
substantial donation allowed us to go in almost immediately and get to work on post-fire
recovery projects across some of our most vulnerable parts of the park.” Post-fire rains
threatened to move sediment and degrade the landscape further, and so some of the earliest

Polish-funded projects involved slowing erosion around the bogs and fens (to stabilise the
Broad-toothed rats’ habitat), as well as managing sediment and constructing safe road
crossings for Mountain Pygmy possums.

At the Presidential Palace Warsaw, a symbolic cheque was presented to Australian Ambassador Lloyd
Brodrick by Krzysztof Rachwal, commander of the volunteer fire brigade from Poreba Spytkowska which
worked to raise the funds. Commander Rachwal explained that 14,000 individuals contributed to the
support fund, “a success for us and all of Poland”. Credit: Eliza Radzikowska-Bialobrzewska

As for the habitat box project, it was triggered by an offer of help from the NSW Nordic Ski
Club Volunteers and Friends. “Two members of the group already had hands-on experience
working in Kosciuszko through their previous volunteering work with historic hut restoration.
They did their research, then built and donated a total of 350 habitat boxes. The boxes were
installed at sites where we’d had both pre and post-fire fauna survey data available which
allowed us to really target areas where the boxes would be of most benefit. Given the large
sample size, we’ll hopefully be able to produce some meaningful data on the use of habitat
boxes for post-fire species recovery which can then inform future strategies for postdisturbance recovery projects.” The Polish donation played its part here too: Polish dolarów
funded the habitat box installation by the NSW National Parks’ Hawkweed and Field teams.

Polish fundraising was quickly put into action on the ground: here, a handful of the many volunteers
from the NSW Nordic Ski Club & Friends involved in the project are surrounded by the makings of

hundreds of habitat boxes. Below is the NSW National Parks’ Hawkweed team after a heroic day
installing the boxes across the landscape, (LtoR) Jack Dodd, Scout Fisher, Ruby Adams, Jack Clarke,
Oliver Repetto, Prue Crundall, Jack Whitney and Vince Barwick.

Now in place, the boxes are being monitored, a process with challenges. “They’re usually three
to four metres up in a tree so we’ve attached a plumbers’ camera on the end of a telescopic
pole so we can look inside. There’s a screen viewer mounted at its base which lets us take
pictures and videos.” The boxes are designed to be a shelter option for Microbats, Agile
Antechinus, and Yellow-Bellied Gliders and two different designs are in place: one with slits at
the bottom (microbats) and another with an access hole at the side (small mammal).
Monitoring involves recording the location, height and type of box as well as evidence of
occupation, and it will continue in years to come both pre and post winter.
Some of the habitat boxes are extra special. “The town of Talbingo was severely affected by
the bushfires which scorched the surrounding landscape. The school’s principal Raylee Levey
contacted us to see if there was anything the students could be involved with as that term
they’d been exploring native threatened species, their threats, and how different projects and
actions can help different species recover from disturbance.”

Talbingo students help NPWS Rehabilitation staff get their boxes up into the trees in the reserve near the
school.

Local NPWS firefighters with connections to the community were part of the National Parks
Rehabilitation Team that visited the school one Friday. With them they’d brought a set of
habitat boxes – some needing construction, some needing painting – and the schools’
students got to work. Apart from learning about microbats and the role they play in the
ecosystem, there was a conversation going on about what Parks staff are doing to help the
recovery. Boxes were installed in the trees near the school and some taken home to be set up
there. “It’s a privilege to be able to involve the School students in this project. I think it’s really
important to maintain and grow these community connections and instil a sense of ownership
with the surrounding environment. The kids were stoked that they could do something tangible
to help the landscape and all those threatened species they’d been learning about.”

At the end of the lesson the smiles all round show that post-fire rehabilitation involves more than the
landscape. (L to R, NPWS Rehabilitation Team members Miranda Ripper, Scott Davis, Rosie McVeigh,
Joel Fordham, and the Talbingo students).

BAT FACTS POST FIRE
These habitat boxes will help identify what role, if any, artificial roosts have in species
recovery post-disturbance in Alpine/Sub-alpine environments. Post-fire fauna surveys (by
Martin Schulz) show that as expected, many tree-dwelling bat species, including the
threatened Eastern False Pipistrelle (Falsistrellus tasmaniensis), have been heavily impacted
by the 2019/20 bushfire event. Follow-up surveys conducted in summer 2021 have shown a
minor improvement in bat and microbat populations across sample sites however, no use of
the habitat boxes by any targeted species has yet been detected. Bats are a critical part of
healthy, functioning ecosystems – small ‘micro’ bats control insect populations and large
‘macro’ bats pollinate and spread seed of native vegetation. With over 70 species of bats in
Australia, over half are considered threatened species and many use trees for roosting.

TELL US YOUR STORY: We are always looking for stories to include in this newsletter.
What’s happening in your part of the Alps? If you’ve built a new bridge, or cleared a track or
installed some new signs, why not send me a photo and a few words. Maybe you just went for
a particularly fabulous walk and would like to share your experience. We accept stories from
staff members, volunteers and members of the general community.
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