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Answer to Question on Notice: State Development, Natural Resources and 

Agricultural Industry Development Committee – Public hearing regarding 

the Vegetation Management and Other Legislation Amendment Bill 2018 

Information relating to the Question on Notice 

Details of Hearing in which the Question on Notice Arose 
Public hearing – Friday 23 March 2018 
Question appears at page 48 of draft transcript 
Person asking the Question on Notice: Mr Lachlan Millar MP, the member for Gregory 

Person to whom this answer to the Question on Notice is directed 
Committee Secretary 
State Development, Natural Resources and  
Agricultural Industry Development Committee 
Parliament House 
George Street 
Brisbane QLD 4000 
Email: sdnraidc@parliament.qld.gov.au  
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Dr Hugh Finn 
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Details of Question on Notice 

1. During the public hearing on 23 March 2018 before State Development, Natural Resources 
and Agricultural Industry Development Committee regarding the Vegetation Management 
and Other Legislation Amendment Bill 2018 (the ‘Bill’), the following exchange occurred 
between Mr Lachlan Millar MP, the member for Gregory, and Dr Hugh Finn, a witness 
before the Committee (the exchange occurs at page 48 of the draft transcript): 
 

 

2. The following pages provide an answer to the question posed by Mr Millar. I have 
understood the query to be in these terms: 

Question on Notice: 
How was the estimate that land clearing kills 44.7 million individuals (1.1 
million mammals, 3.7 million birds and 39.9 million reptiles) per year in 
Queensland based on clearing rates for 2015-2016 calculated? 
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Answer to the Question on Notice 

Background 

3. The estimates that land clearing kills 44.7 million individuals (1.1 million mammals, 3.7 
million birds and 39.9 million reptiles) per year in Queensland based on clearing rates for 
2015-2016 are drawn from a scientific report published by WWF-Australia in 2017 (‘the 
2017 Report’). 
 

4. The citation details for the 2017 Report are: 

Hal Cogger, Chris Dickman, Hugh Ford, Chris Johnson, and Martin Taylor. (2017). 
Australian animals lost to bulldozers in Queensland 2013-2015. WWF-Australia technical 
report. Available at: http://www.wwf.org.au/ArticleDocuments/353/pub-australian-animals-lost-
to-bulldozers-in-queensland-2013-15-25aug17.pdf.aspx?Embed=Y  

5. The details of the authors of the 2017 Report are as follows: 

Dr Hal Cogger AM, Herpetologist, John Evans Memorial Fellow, Australian Museum 

Professor Chris Dickman, Mammalogist, University of Sydney 

Emeritus Professor Hugh Ford, Ornithologist, University of New England 

Professor Chris Johnson, Mammalogist, University of Tasmania 

Dr Martin Taylor, Conservation Scientist, WWF-Australia 

6. The 2017 Report is based upon the methodology developed in an earlier WWF report: 

Hal Cogger, Hugh Ford, Chris Johnson, James Holman, and Don Butler. (2003). Impacts 
of land clearing on Australian wildlife in Queensland.’ WWF-Australia: Brisbane. 
Available at:  
http://awsassets.wwf.org.au/downloads/sp128_impacts_land_clearing_on_australian_wildlife_qld
_1jan03.pdf  

7. The 2017 Report was initially published in August 2017. An update to the 2017 Report was 
published in October 2017 using the information available in the Queensland Government 
report entitled ‘Land cover change in Queensland 2015–16: a Statewide Landcover and 
Trees Study (SLATS) report’, which was also published in August 2017. 
 

8. For clarity, the estimates that land clearing kills 44.7 million individuals (1.1 million 
mammals, 3.7 million birds and 39.9 million reptiles) per year in Queensland based on 
clearing rates for 2015-2016 are drawn from the update to the 2017 Report published in 
October 2017. 

 

  

http://www.wwf.org.au/ArticleDocuments/353/pub-australian-animals-lost-to-bulldozers-in-queensland-2013-15-25aug17.pdf.aspx?Embed=Y
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Answer to the Question on Notice (continued) 

Content of the 2017 Report 

9. The text of the October 2017 update to the 2017 Report reads as follows: 

Shortly after the release of the recent WWF report Australian animals lost to bulldozers in 
Queensland 2013-15, new tree clearing data and maps have been released by the Queensland 
Government showing a 33% increase in areas cleared relative to the prior year 2014-15. 

We have re-estimated the numbers of mammals, birds and reptiles losing their habitat and killed as a 
result of bulldozing of bushland in 2015-16. 

Approximately half the total area cleared in 2015-16 (395,000ha) according to the Queensland 
Government SLATS report, we estimated to comprise remnant and advanced regrowth forest or 
woodland (199,273 ha) (Table 1). We only estimated animals killed on the basis of this area, not on 
total area cleared. 

We conservatively estimate 44.7 million individuals were killed due to bulldozing of bushland in 
2015-16, composed of 1.1 million mammals, 3.7 million birds and 39.9 million reptiles. 

This represents a 30% increase in numbers killed annually relative to the previous two years. 

A comparison of these new estimates with the earlier 2013-15 estimates, broken down by state 
development regions is shown in table 1 below. A map of regions is shown as Figure 1. 

Dr Hal Cogger, John Evans Memorial Fellow, the Australian Museum, 

Prof. Chris Dickman, University of Sydney 

Prof. Emeritus Hugh Ford, University of New England, 

Prof. Chris Johnson, University of Tasmania, 

Dr Martin Taylor, WWF-Australia 

23 Oct 2017 

 

10. Table 1 and Figure 1 mentioned in the text above have been extracted from the 2017 Report 
and appear on the next two pages. 
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Methodology by which the mortality estimates were calculated 

11. There are two principal variables underlying the estimates of the numbers of mammals, 
birds, and reptiles killed by land clearing in 2015-2016: 
 

(a) area cleared (in ha); and 
(b) density estimates (of mammals, birds, and reptiles: no of animals/ha). 

 
12. The basic formula for estimating the numbers of mammals, birds, and reptiles killed by 

land clearing in Queensland in 2015-2016 across the various regions is: 

Area cleared (ha)     x     Density of mammals/birds/reptiles = Number killed 

 
13. The 2017 Report calculated the amount of remnant and advanced regrowth vegetation that 

was cleared in each of the eleven regions within Queensland indicated in Table 1 above 
using data from SLATS. Further detail of the methodology applied to calculate the area 
cleared for each region is provided on page 25 of the 2017 Report and in footnote 3 to Table 
1. 
 

14. The area cleared for each region was then multiplied by density estimates for mammals, 
birds, and reptiles. The density estimates are shown in Tables 3 (page 19), 5 (page 24), and 
8 (page 29) in the 2003 report by Cogger et al. By way of example, Table 3 read: 
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15. The density estimates were based on a suite of studies involving the detailed ecological 
study of particular species in defined localities and were drawn from databases curated by 
the authors and from other scientific sources such as publications in the peer-reviewed 
scientific literature. 
 

16. The 2017 report discusses possible sources of over- and under-estimation at pages 19-23, 
and the currency of the estimates at page 23. At page 19, the report states:  

 
Some assumptions of these analyses lead to overestimation while others lead to 
underestimation. We consider however, that the assumptions leading to underestimation 
greatly outweigh those leading to overestimation, with the net effect of a substantial 
underestimate of actual animal deaths. 

 
17. As regards over-estimation, the 2017 report states at page 19 (footnotes excluded): 

The main assumption leading to overestimation is that death rates following clearing are 100%. They 
may not be 100% in practice if remaining habitats into which some animals may escape happen to 
be below carrying capacity. Habitats are thought to be generally at carrying capacity for most species 
and therefore cannot accommodate any significant influx of new immigrants. In the classic study of 
rainforest deforestation in the Amazon, bird densities increased rapidly in the remaining islands of 
forest following clearing of surrounding forest, but then progressively ‘self-thinned’ back down to 
previous densities as animals died or were displaced further afield.  

In the case of koalas however, chlamydial disease has greatly reduced koala numbers even in largely 
untouched habitats. Therefore, active translocations of koalas to large forest tracts have been 
unexpectedly successful. However, koalas are likely to be an atypical case due to the history of 
disease in reducing populations below capacity. 

Even in close-to-ideal conditions where vertebrates are actively translocated (rather than having to 
make their own way) into habitat known to be unoccupied or below capacity, the success rate is still 
only about 50% on average over time frames of three to five years typically. Success rate varies 
greatly depending on type of translocation.  

As a group, most reptiles are substantially much less motile than mammals and especially birds and 
so their ability to escape the impacts of land clearing by migrating to adjacent or nearby blocks of 
suitable habitat is greatly limited. 

For almost all bulldozing of habitat in Queensland there is no active effort required or made to assist 
animals in relocating to habitats known to have excess capacity to receive them. Hence, this source 
of overestimation can in most cases be considered minor and greatly outweighed by the 
underestimation sources discussed below  
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Signature page 

Please feel to contact me if the members of the Committee have any queries or require any 
further information.  
 
 
Hugh Finn 

  
27 March 2018 

 




