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Caught in  
the headlights
An encounter with a kangaroo left dying 
on a roadside spurred Doug Gimesy into 
action. Now this winner of the 2016 AG 
Nature Photographer of the Year ‘Our 
Impact’ category is using his images to 
raise awareness of the issue.

STORY AND PHOTOGRAPHY BY DOUG GIMESY

Just a few hundred metres from Kangaroo 
Island’s largest national park, speed limits 

increase to 110km/h and the killing field 
begins – nearly 100km of road that passes 

through dense kangaroo habitat.
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HE NIGHT was crisp. The stars were spar-
kling. It was July and my partner, Heather, 
and I were enjoying a week on wild and 
beautiful Kangaroo Island. That was until we 
saw the roo, lying on the roadside. Its head 

turned as we rolled past, but it didn’t get up. “That’s 
strange,” Heather said. “Turn around, I want to see if 
he’s alright.” I stopped and grabbed a torch. I’ll never 
forget what I saw.

As we approached, it started to stir but didn’t stand 
- just feebly pulled itself along a few feet using its front 
legs. I swept the beam of my torch from its head to the 
lower part of its body, and my heart sank. One of its 
powerful rear legs was snapped and pointing in the wrong 
direction, bone exposed. A gruesome trail marked where 
it had dragged itself as it tried to move off the road. 

Its bloody eyes blinked with terror and its breath 
quickened. Frantically, it tried to crawl towards the safety 
of the bush. It was then I realised the term ‘roadkill’ 
doesn’t describe the suffering that can occur before you 
finally drive past the rigid carcasses that litter our roads. 
Often, roadkill isn’t as instant as we think.  

KANGAROO ISLAND (KI), 13km off South Australia, 
is the country’s third-largest island. Once the 
domain of primary industries, KI is now a flour-

ishing tourism hotspot, with more than 190,000 people 
visiting annually. Touted as a premier wildlife destination, 
one-third is dedicated to conservation areas and national 
parks. It is rich in wildlife, including the KI subspecies 
of the western grey kangaroo. With no natural predators, 
it is the slowest moving of all kangaroos.

Sadly, each year hundreds are either killed, fatally 
injured or maimed by cars – along with thousands of 
other animals, including goannas and echidnas. “It’s dis-
tressing to think that about 50 per cent of kangaroos 
and wallabies injured by cars may appear OK and hop 
off into the bush, but the reality is they are just trying 
to get far away from the situation and end up dying a 
slow, painful death,” says Kate Welz, president of the KI 
Wildlife Network (KIWN).

Exact figures on how many kangaroos are killed or 
injured are hard to find, because official traffic accident 
data parameters are very narrow. In SA, for example, 

T

figures include only accidents reported to the police that 
involve property damage of more than $5000. 

What we do know is that most wildlife vehicle inci-
dents reported in SA involve kangaroos or wallabies, 
with data suggesting they account for 94 per cent. Karen 
Masson, CEO of Wildlife Victoria, says last year her 
organisation received 4600 calls specifically related to 
these, but many collisions are not reported. It is likely 
that more than 10,000 kangaroos and wallabies are struck 
each year in Victoria alone.

DAWN AND dusk are high danger times, when  
the chance of hitting wildlife spikes. And yet KI 
still doesn’t have speed-limit reductions in place. 

Some residents have long campaigned for local coun-
cils and the SA state government to reduce speeds at 
these times. SeaLink, the ferry operator that links KI 
with the mainland, supports driver education. The island’s 
Budget car and truck rental office gives customers 
KIWN driver-education brochures. And Mayor Peter 
Clements also backs actions to reduce wildlife trauma. 

Sandy Carey, a dedicated wildlife conservationist 
who’s lived on the island for four decades, has been 
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From dusk to dawn is when many Australian animals are 
on the move and their low light–sensitive eyes can become 
temporarily disabled by the blinding glare of bright headlights. 
It’s also when driver visibility is reduced. 

A major threat to the Kangaroo Island echidna (above) is motor 
vehicle collisions. Yet another koala joey (below) orphaned by 
traffic is rehabilitated by KIWN’s Kate Welz.

Stop: If it is safe to do so, pull 
over and check whether the 
animal is still alive. If you spot 
pink paint on it, it’s been 
checked by a wildlife carer 
and there is no need to stop.

Call for help: Contact the 
local wildlife rescue group.

Check the pouch: Older joeys 
may survive for days in a moth-
er’s pouch and can sometimes 
be saved. 

Move dead animals away 
from the road: Dead animals 
attract scavengers and 
increase the chance of further 
collisions. Even a few metres 
will help.

What to do if you 
hit an animal or find 
injured wildlife

Kangaroos often come in 
from the bush looking for a 

free breakfast from veteran 
KI wildlife carer Sandy Carey. 
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hand-rearing orphaned joeys for 20 years. She’s also 
spent much time lobbying for speed restrictions. “I just 
don’t understand why it’s so hard to implement speed 
limits or at least advisory signs at times and in places 
where everybody knows there’s a higher chance of an 
accident,” Sandy says. “We do it around schools, so why 
not in other places? It would only add a few minutes of 
travel time here and there. Tasmania has managed to do 
it so why can’t we?”

Some locals note just 50km of road desperately needs 
dusk-to-dawn speed limit reductions. Yet vehement 
opposition persists. Local member Michael Pengilly, for 
example, recently rejected the idea, saying the KI com-
munity does “not need to be told how to drive and what 
speed to drive at on the roads at night-time”.

IF A KANGAROO HAS been injured to such an extent 
that it requires euthanising, professional help can 
sometimes be far away. Sensible gun regulations and 

laws in Australia mean an animal may need to be killed 
using any rudimentary implements at hand, such as a 
tyre iron or a rock.

On a good day, when people stop to check an injured 
or dead kangaroo, a joey can often be found alive in its 
mother’s pouch. If not rescued quickly, however, it will 
die from hypothermia, dehydration, starvation or stress. 
Young ones can survive a maximum of 48 hours, and 
older ones up to three days.

A lucky few are rescued and cared for until they are 
well enough to be relocated. Many of these dedicated 

carers are members of KIWN. They make rearing these 
babies a part of their daily routine, feeding them up to 
six times a day for months.

“You’ve got to give them the attention and love that 
any mum would give them,” carer Pauline Lanthois says. 
“Feed them, toilet them, wash them, clean their bed and 
take them to the doctor when they’re sick.” 

STANDING NEXT TO the dying kangaroo, I didn’t 
know what to do. I couldn’t kill it so I called carer 
Sandy Carey, who in turn phoned the kangaroo’s 

location through to the local ranger. Reluctantly, Heather 
and I went on our way, hoping the ranger would arrive 
swiftly and end the animal’s suffering. The next day when 
I went back to check, the kangaroo was gone. I’ll never 
know if it spent hours in agony or whether the ranger 
got there in time.

Later, when I returned home to Melbourne and 
edited my images, the shot of this injured kangaroo 
reduced me to tears. As a photographer, I use pictures 
to highlight the impact humans have on the natural 
world. In the case of the KI kangaroos, I hope they make 
people think about slowing down and, in the process, 
prevent much unnecessary road trauma. 

I have since dedicated my photographic skills to high-
lighting the problem of the safety of our wildlife, like 
the roo we couldn’t save. 

 SEE uplifting images of animals rescued from road trauma at: 
www.australiangeographic.com.au/issue138
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A lucky few are rescued and cared for  
until they are well enough to be relocated. 

Rescued traffic-orphaned 
roo joeys relax safe and warm 

in temporary pouches until 
they are old enough and well 

enough to live outdoors.

Beware at dawn and dusk: 
Many animals are on the move 
at these times, so either avoid 
travelling then or slow down.

Use your lights: Turn head-
lights to high beam if driving 
more than 80km/hr or low 
beam if below 60km/hr. 

Don’t litter: Rubbish can 
attract scavenging animals 
to roadsides.

Go slow: If you see wildlife on 
the road, slow down and pull 
your vehicle over, if it is safe 
to do so, in order to allow an 
animal time to cross. 

Travel safe


