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Ecology and conservation of the Southern Brown Bandicoot
in an urbanising landscape
Sarah Maclagan
Centre for Integrative Ecology, School of Life and Environmental Sciences, Deakin University, Burwood, Victoria 3125
Email: smaclaga@deakin.edu.au

Abstract

This paper summarises some preliminary findings on the utilisation of narrow linear strips of habitat by the
endangered Southern Brown Bandicoot Isoodon obesulus obesulus in the former Koo Wee Rup Swamp region
of south-central Victoria. Results from trapping and radio-tracking at six linear sites revealed that bandicoots
can occur in relatively high numbers, breed and live as long-term residents in narrow strips of vegetation, even
when these occur in close proximity to residential areas. Some individuals also made use of food and nesting
resources in the surrounding matrix. This study highlights the adaptability of the Southern Brown Bandicoot
and emphasises the value of linear habitats to conserve this species in an otherwise highly modified landscape.
It also lends weight to the possibility of using linear strips of habitat to accommodate the species in newly urbanising areas and potentially to maintain connectivity with adjacent sub-populations. (The Victorian Naturalist
133(3) 2016, 103–106)
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Most lands are fortunate in possessing some inoffensive animal which is ready to
accept a truce with man, and assume the part of a friendly dependant.
Australia has been blessed by possessing an unusual number of such animals, but it is
Australia’s distinction that almost all of them have been pressed to the very verge of
extinction, and one of the most to be regretted is the little Short-nosed Bandicoot.
Frederic Wood Jones, 1924, p. 140.

Introduction
Bandicoots in Australia have generally fared
very poorly since European settlement, with
three of the original 11 species having become
extinct, two surviving only on offshore islands
and all showing a reduction in range (TindaleBiscoe 2005).
The Southern Brown Bandicoot (eastern subspecies) Isoodon obesulus obesulus was reportedly once widespread and common in suitable
habitat throughout south-eastern Australia
(Coates et al. 2008), preferring areas with sandy
soils and dense understorey vegetation subject
to occasional fire (Braithwaite 1995). However,
the taxon is now listed as ‘endangered’ under
the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity
Conservation Act (1999) and as ‘threatened’
under the Victorian Flora and Fauna Guarantee
Act (1988). Major threats include habitat loss or
modification, inappropriate fire regimes, introduced predators, and isolation of populations
(Brown and Main 2010).
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Within Victoria, the Southern Brown Bandicoot occurs in a number of disjunct population clusters (Coates et al. 2008). Of these, the
‘south-central’ cluster occurs within the most
human-populated region—extending from
the eastern and south-eastern suburbs of Melbourne, across the Mornington Peninsula and
the catchment of Western Port Bay, and along
the Bass Coast to Cape Liptrap and Wilsons
Promontory (Coates et al. 2008). Within the
greater Melbourne area, the species has retreated with a wave of local extinctions emanating
outwards from the city as urban development
expanded (Coates et al. 2008). The closest bandicoot population to Melbourne now occurs at
the ~350 ha bushland annexe of the Royal Botanic Gardens in Cranbourne, where a moderately dense and stable population is protected
by a predator-proof fence (Coates et al. 2008).
The long-term viability of this very important
population is the subject of great concern due
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to the extension of Melbourne’s Urban Growth
Boundary in 2010, which now encloses the
Gardens and will allow residential development
to surround them (e.g. see Practical Ecology
2010).
Outside the Urban Growth Boundary to the
east, a more scattered bandicoot population is
currently persisting across the wide area once
covered by the ‘Koo Wee Rup’ or ‘Great’ Swamp
and its immediate surrounds. The swamp was
drained from the 1870s to 1960s to allow agricultural use of the fertile lands (Yugovic 2011)
and is now a highly modified rural landscape
with scattered residential townships. Although
very little indigenous vegetation remains, the
region is traversed by narrow strips of native
and exotic vegetation following the network of
drainage channels, roadsides and railway lines.
These vegetated strips appear to be offering
critical bandicoot habitat despite close contact
with humans, introduced predators, domestic
pets and livestock (Coates et al. 2008; Ecology
Australia 2009).
The only other significant known bandicoot population remaining in the vicinity of
the former Koo Wee Rup Swamp is found at
Quail Island, approximately 10 km south of the
Cranbourne Botanic Gardens. Southern Brown
Bandicoots were only discovered on the island
in 2009 and population numbers are currently
unknown, but thought to be substantial (Malcolm Legg pers. comm.).
An immediate priority for the ongoing conservation of the Southern Brown Bandicoot in
this region is to improve and maintain connectivity between isolated sub-populations (Ecology Australia 2009). Given increasing pressure
from urbanisation—around the Royal Botanic
Gardens at Cranbourne and also surrounding
residential townships in the former Koo Wee
Rup Swamp region—this poses a considerable
challenge.
The aim of my research was to investigate the
ecology of bandicoots currently living within
linear habitats throughout the former Koo Wee
Rup Swamp region, in order to gain insight into
how we can accommodate them as urbanisation continues. Although data analysis is still
ongoing, some preliminary results are discussed below.
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Preliminary Research Findings
I trapped and radio-tracked bandicoots at six
linear sites throughout 2012-2014. Each site
consisted of a narrow strip of mixed native and
exotic vegetation situated alongside a road,
drain or railway line within a largely rural (and
sometimes partly residential) matrix.
Breeding activity (i.e. females carrying pouch
young) was observedf at all six sites. Bandicoots
living in the linear strips displayed high site fidelity, generally remaining within the same section for as long as they continued to be tracked
(up to 17 months). Males tended to use longer
sections (up to 1390 m) than females (up to
440 m). Some individuals regularly crossed
gravel roads, railway lines and small drains to
access vegetation on the other side, exhibiting
some tolerance for crossing water and open
areas. While most bandicoots concentrated
their activity within the vegetated strips, many
included other parts of the matrix within their
regular movement paths. During such forays,
individuals often appeared to be making use of
anthropogenic resources for feeding or nesting.
For example, both direct observations and discussions with landholders suggested that many
bandicoots were accessing food sources intended for pets or other domestic animals (e.g.
for rabbits, cats, dogs, sheep, pigs, parrots and
chickens).
Although most individuals nested predominantly within the vegetated strips (often under
exotic plant species), some were also tracked to
nest sites under buildings, refuse or ornamental garden plants (e.g. Agapanthus spp., Fig.
1) within the matrix. Surprisingly, some nests
established within linear strips were located in
dense grass (often introduced Kikuyu spp.) very
close to the road edge (<2 m).
Interestingly, the highest number of bandicoots was consistently recorded at the site with
the most urbanised matrix (up to 14 individuals were captured along a 475 m transect over
four nights). Unlike the other five sites, which
were situated in predominantly rural landscapes, albeit with some large ‘lifestyle’ properties nearby, this site on the outskirts of the Koo
Wee Rup township was bordered along one
side by a residential housing estate. This site
was also where the greatest number of bandi-
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coots appeared to be using anthropogenic food
sources in the adjacent residential area.
Discussion and conclusions
This study highlights the potential of narrow
linear strips of vegetation to provide valuable
habitat for the endangered Southern Brown
Bandicoots, even in a highly modified landscape. It has shown that the species can occur
in high numbers, breed and live as long-term
residents within such strips, even when they are
in close proximity to residential areas.
While the vegetated strips themselves are
clearly essential, the matrix may also offer important resources such as supplementary food
and nesting sites. Analysis of bandicoot health
samples obtained during field work will hopefully shed light on whether such ‘artificial’ food
is having any adverse impacts on bandicoot
wellbeing.

Previously, it was unknown whether bandicoots sighted along linear strips across the former Koo Wee Rup Swamp were living within
them permanently or simply moving through.
This work confirms that the strips provide habitat for the species. Further research is needed
to determine whether strips also act as corridors for dispersal movements. However, in the
former Koo Wee Rup Swamp landscape where
little other habitat is available, it appears likely
that linear strips have at least some role to play
in maintaining connectivity by virtue of the fact
that they create a relatively continuous network
of occupied habitat.
In conclusion, this study demonstrates the
adaptability of the Southern Brown Bandicoot
and its ability to persist (and perhaps even
thrive, under the appropriate conditions) in
narrow strips of vegetation within an otherwise
heavily modified landscape. It also suggests the

Volunteer Hannah indicating location of a male bandicoot radio-tracked to his nest under Agapanthus in
suburban garden opposite the roadside vegetation strip. Photo Sarah Maclagan.
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possibility of designing linear strips of habitat
to accommodate the species in newly urbanising areas. In consideration of the expanded
Urban Growth Boundary around the Royal
Botanic Gardens Cranbourne, these results
lend support to the proposition that linear
strips of habitat could be vital components
within the suite of management techniques
available to maintain functional connectivity
between important bandicoot sub-populations
into the future.
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Southern Brown Bandicoot Isoodon obesulus obesulus eating a food scrap on the lawn at Royal Botanic Gardens Cranbourne. Photo Matt Stahmer.
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