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AFTER THE
INFERNO
The Australian bushfires were a seismic tragedy for all native
wildlife, but particularly koalas. As the flames die down, what
happens to the survivors stranded in the ashes? Doug Gimesy
is on the ground with a rescue team in Gelantipy.
This koala was one of the lucky ones, surviving the
blaze that tore through its home in the ash forests
of Gelantipy, Victoria. Had it not been for previous
bushfire events, which reduced the fuel load in this
area, the death toll would almost certainly have
been higher. Wildlife assessments are prioritised
across firegrounds according to the severity and
extent of the flames. Rescue teams – here from the
Victoria Department of Environment, Land, Water
and Planning – then focus on areas where the
chance of survivors is highest, heading into the
blackened trees to search for signs of life.
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RIGHT Doug was granted
access to a stretch of
road currently off-limits
to the public. According
to the authorities, there
are more than 8,600km of
fire-affected roads like this.
“Driving along, I saw this
sign and thought what a
sad irony. When I turned the
engine off, I couldn’t believe
how quiet it was. No birds,
no frogs, no insects. Just
the crack of the odd falling
branch. It was so, so sad.”

ABOVE The Victoria Police drone
unit has been providing support
to wildlife rescues, aiding the
operation in Gelantipy for several
days. The drones are used to
locate the survivors first (using
thermal imaging), then to conduct
visual health checks.
RIGHT The drone team pinpoints
a survivor. Drones can cover a
large area in a short amount of
time, and are thus efficient tools
for initial assessment. However,
thermal imaging technology is
not always effective on very hot
days, as there is not enough
temperature differential.

LEFT The team was busy
assessing another koala
when this individual
appeared on the ground.
Wildlife officer Lachlan
Clarke makes a careful
approach, moving slowly
to avoid spooking it. Koalas
can move faster than you
might think, and are difficult
to capture when running
along the ground. “It’s
been very hard to see so
many animals suffering,”
says Doug, “so it’s always
a relief to find a survivor in
relatively good shape.”

RIGHT When stressed, a
koala can go to ground or
move higher. If it chooses
the upwards option, it can
be ‘flagged’ down the tree
for a health check (see p60).
Experts can also climb trees to
collect the koalas, if necessary,
but cherry pickers – which
can be used if the animal is
near the roadside – make the
job much easier. Indeed, if the
platform can be manoeuvred
close enough, the koala
is simply picked up by
one of the team.
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A koala rescue can be conducted by just a few
people, but owing to the scale of destruction in
Gelantipy, many individuals – here, forest and
wildlife officers assisted by the military – were on
the ground. Rescue work in fire-ravaged bushland
is dangerous; only those with specialist training
and suitable protective gear are permitted access
(soles of boots, for example, must be heat-resistant
to 300ºC). “Trees can burn for days from the inside,
so you can’t always tell if one is about to come
down,” says Doug. “Many of the human lives lost
were due to falling trees.”
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Koalas needing medical care are put
into crates and transported 120km
to the mobile wildlife triage centre
set up in Bairnsdale. Crates are
covered for the journey, and the
animals given eucalyptus leaves to
nibble on. All the capture techniques
are designed to minimise stress.

RIGHT Flagging a
koala down a tree is
a tricky procedure. A
piece of leather tied
to a pole is dangled
above the casualty,
imitating a predator,
such as a bat or bird
of prey. From the end
of another pole, a rope
is carefully looped
around the animal’s
neck to gently guide
it down the trunk.

ABOVE Safely on the ground, the
koala is put into a hessian sack. The
officers then undertake a preliminary
health check, examining the animal for
burns and injuries. They also award it a
condition score, based on muscle levels,
on a scale of one to five (five being
the best). This individual is a three,
meaning its prognosis is good.
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LEFT Under anaesthetic,
a koala undergoes burns
treatment. Its wounds must
be treated carefully: if the
resulting scar tissue is too
thick and rigid, the animal
won’t be able to climb – and
won’t survive in the wild.
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ABOVE It may resemble a large
blue lorry, but the triage unit is a
sophisticated mobile hospital with the
capability to carry out major surgery. If
further veterinary attention is needed,
the koalas are referred to vets at Zoos
Victoria. Following treatment, some
patients recuperate with local carers,
such as Lorna King (pictured), until
ready to return to the wild.
BBC Wildlife
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RIGHT With much of their
former home unsuitable at
the time, a female koala and
her joey are accompanied
by Lachlan and colleague
Emily Cordy to Colquhoun
State Forest, 100km south
of Gelantipy, for a fresh
start. The animals are
monitored after release, but
the hope is that they’ll just
disappear into the trees.
Of the casualties brought
to Bairnsdale, 95 per cent
survived. “Documenting
this, I’ve seen the best of
humanity and the worst of
politics,” says Doug. “But I’m
left with a sense of disbelief
how, in the face of this utter
devastation, we continue
to mess around at the
very edges of addressing
climate change and habitat
destruction. Everyone
needs to take personal
responsibility and act now
to do what they can to help.”

DOUG GIMESY
is a conservation, wildlife and
animal-welfare photojournalist
based in Victoria, Australia.
See more of his work at gimesy.com

MORE ONLINE
View more of Doug’s images of
animals affected by the fires in
Australia in our online gallery:
discoverwildlife.com/gimesygallery
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