
We acknowledge the Traditional Custodians of the lands within the 
proposed Great Koala National Park and pay respect to the past, 

present and emerging Elders of the Gumbaynggirr, Dunghutti 
and Bundjalung Nations.
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THE GREAT KOALA NATIONAL PARK
A community proposal

It began with an idea...
Conservationists concerned about dramatically 
declining koala numbers across northeast NSW 
recognised that the most urgent priority was to 
permanently protect as much koala habitat  
as possible.   
 
In 2012, four environment groups; 
the Bellingen Environment 
Centre, Nambucca Valley 
Conservation Association, 
Clarence Environment Centre and 
North Coast Environment Council 
collaborated with the National 
Parks Association of NSW (NPA) to 
engage ecologist David Scotts to map 

The GKNP would protect a total of 315,000 hectares 
of koala habitat on public lands. 140,000 hectares 
is already protected as conservation reserves, 
while the remaining 175,000 hectares are currently 
classified as State Forest. The State Forests are a 
critical part of the proposal, containing much of the 
best koala habitat in the region. 
 
NSW government mapping of koala habitat confirms 
the GKNP proposal would protect the most 
important koala habitat in the region.
 
The GKNP proposal would protect koala habitat in 

five local government areas: Clarence Valley, Coffs 
Harbour City, Bellingen Shire, Nambucca Valley and 
Kempsey Shire Councils and does not include any 
plantation forest or private land.
 
A gateway visitor centre is proposed south of 
Coffs Harbour on the Pacific Highway adjacent to 
Bongil Bongil National Park. It will provide visitor 
information, Gumbaynggirr Cultural information,  
a café, educational space and a koala hospital.  
The centre will be the launch point for various park 
activities including koala spotting tours, Indigenous 
Cultural tours and trail hiking.

and assess the status of Koala populations  
on the Mid North Coast between the Macleay  
and Richmond Rivers.

The Scotts Report[1] identified two nationally 
significant koala populations in the 

region, one centred around Coffs 
Harbour-Guy Fawkes and the other 

in Bellinger-Nambucca-Macleay.  
These ‘metapopulations’ were 
estimated to contain 20% of all  
wild koalas in NSW. The Great  
Koala National Park proposal 

has been designed to maximise 
the protection of these critically 

important koala populations.  

THE PROPOSAL



Before Europeans arrived, many millions of koalas 
lived in the forests and bushlands of Eastern Australia. 
At least 8 million koalas were killed for the fur trade 
between 1888 and 1927. The impacts of ongoing 
habitat loss caused koala numbers to further decline 
with a third of the NSW koala population lost between 
1990 and 2010. By 2015 only 87,000 wild koalas were 
estimated to remain in Australia representing only 1% 
of those that were shot for the fur trade.[2] 

The repeal of the Native Vegetation Act in 2017 
resulted in a threefold increase in land clearing for 
urban expansion, while agriculture and private logging 
has caused a rapid loss of core koala habitat in NSW.[3] 

The 2020 NSW parliamentary inquiry into koalas 
and their habitat[4] found that without serious 
intervention, koalas could become extinct in NSW 
by 2050. Habitat loss is the key threat to the survival 
of the koala and all experts agree that the key 
intervention needed is habitat protection. Koalas 
were listed as a Vulnerable species in NSW, QLD 
and ACT in 2012, but just 10 years later due to 
government failure to halt their ongoing decline, they 
were listed as an Endangered species under the 
Commonwealth EPBC Act in 2022.

After a prolonged drought, the 2019-2020 Black Summer bushfires burnt through massive areas along  
the East Coast of Australia killing an estimated 3 billion native animals. 10,000 wild koalas were thought  

to have perished in NSW, reducing their population by a third.[9]

Along the NSW North Coast, including within the bounds of the proposed GKNP, over half the native forest 
was burnt with a third being mapped koala habitat. Despite this, the southern section of the proposed GKNP 
was mostly unburnt and now provides an invaluable forest refuge for native animals, especially wild koalas.

Industrial logging of public native forests has 
increased in intensity and frequency over decades. 
Large scale forest clear-felling within 140,000 
hectares called an Intensive Harvesting Zone is 
occurring along the NSW North Coast. 43% of this 
zone is mapped as high quality koala habitat.[5] 
Koalas prefer mature forest and large trees[6] that 
are well connected across the landscape.[7]

As a consequence of habitat loss and fragmentation, 
koalas are forced to spend more time on the ground 
and as a result, are extremely vulnerable to dog 
attacks and vehicle strikes.[8] 

Funding koala hospitals and planting trees, whilst 
worthwhile, do not address the core problem of 
habitat loss.

FROM HUNTING TO HABITAT LOSS...
Why we need The Great Koala National Park

THE 2019/20 BUSHFIRES



Koalas would not be the only beneficiaries of the 
GKNP. Many other threatened and endangered 
species would also be protected including old 
growth and hollow dependant species 
such as yellow-bellied gliders, greater 
gliders, powerful owls, sooty owls, 
masked owls, barking owls and 
glossy black cockatoos. The GKNP 
area is a recognised biodiversity 
hotspot and includes outstanding 
forest ecosystems from coast to 
hinterland including World Heritage 
listed Gondwana Rainforests[10] and 
other unique tall eucalypt forests, 
assessed as having World Heritage value 
but not yet listed. [11]

Logging forests reduces carbon stores and drives 
carbon emissions, so protecting native forests 
within the GKNP would make a positive contribution 

to Australia’s and NSW’s commitments to reducing 
carbon emissions. 

Climate change is a key threat to the koala, 
as it is expected to lead to increased 

temperatures, changes to rainfall, 
increasing frequency and intensity 
of droughts, and increased fire risk 
over much of the koala’s range.[12] 
Koala population dynamics are likely 
to be negatively impacted by the 

changes in leaf chemistry induced by 
elevated CO2.[13]

Forest trees play an important role in the 
water cycle, absorbing rain fall and producing 

water vapor, while also lessening water pollution by 
stemming polluted runoff.[14] Forests provide clean 
water for consumers, agriculture and the environment 
while helping regulate the flow of floodwater.[15]

THE GREAT KOALA NATIONAL PARK
It’s not just about Koalas!

A concept plan has been created for 
a world class walking track which explores 
the exciting potential the GKNP would offer 
for local recreational activities and domestic 

and international tourism.



 

THE LONG DISTANCE WALKING TRAIL is a spectacular 
217 kilometre world class multiday walk. Starting from 
the proposed GKNP Visitor Centre adjacent to the 
Pacific Highway at Raleigh south of Coffs Harbour.  It will 
travel from the coast up to its highest point at 1,400m 
ASL on the Dorrigo Escarpment and back down to the 
sleepy heritage town of Bowraville. 

The proposed route, much of which is on existing roads 
and tracks, is divided into nine sections of varying difficulty 
and length each ending and beginning at accessible 
points. A number of sections offer smaller loop tracks to 
local features such as waterfalls and lookouts. 

The Long distance Walking Track will provide exciting 
recreational options for domestic and international 
tourists while providing significant direct and indirect 
tourism business opportunities. The walk will also 
generate substantial job opportunities in track 
development and maintenance.  

Estimated to take 20 days to complete in its entirety, 
the walk would offer hikers a range of experiences and 
challenges. The Track passes through areas rich in 
Gumbaynggirr Aboriginal cultural heritage. Consultation 
with Gumbaynggirr Elders, organisations and Knowledge 
Holders, is ongoing and requires more detailed planning 
and consultation to ensure that culturally sensitive areas 
are treated appropriately. 

ECONOMIC ANALYSIS OF THE GKNP PROPOSAL
An independent economic impact analysis of the GKNP by the University of Newcastle,[17]   

jointly commissioned by Coffs Harbour City Council, Bellingen Shire Council and Destination North Coast, 
concluded that “the proposed GKNP will provide positive economic impacts. These arise from an increase  

in regional investment and a corresponding increase in tourism in the five LGAs, taking into account  
a transition away from state forest native logging.”

  

Public Native Forest logging in NSW loses many millions of dollars annually and is propped up each year from  
the public purse. Forest Corporation suffered a $20m loss from logging native forest in 2021/22 costing the NSW 

taxpayer $441 per hectare[18] while softwood plantations, delivered a $3873 profit for every hectare logged.[19]

The native forests of the proposed GKNP are worth more to Australia environmentally and economically  
if left standing to ensure a sustainable future for regional economies and future generations.

●  Increase in total output  
of $1.18 billion over  
15 years.

●  Additional FTEs of 9,810  
in new jobs by the end of  
15 years.

 ●  Additional total value-added of 
$531 million over 15 years. Of this, 
$330 million is paid in wages and 
salaries in net present value terms 
to workers living in the region and 
environmental benefits that equate 
to added biodiversity value of:

●  Around $530 million for  
the NSW population.

●  Around $1.7 billion for  
all Australians.

THE REPORT SUMMARISED THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE GKNP AS:
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THE STORY OF DUNGGIIRR 
Koala

Dunggiirr ‘Koalas’ are very 
sacred & powerful, with 
their magical abilities of 

creation & transformation. 
This artwork is my 

depiction of a number 
of Stories & Sacred Places 
associated with Dunggiirr.

This is the Story for the artwork; Dunggiirr Yuludarlala ‘Koala Storyline’ 
Michael J Donovan ©️ 2020

Dunggiirr originated in the 
Southern Gumbaynggirr Nation 

on a Sacred Mountain called 
Dunggiirr Miirlarl. Their family grew 
too big for them all to sustainably 

live on the mountain and from 
here they spread out across the 

Gumbaynggirr Nation & into other 
Tribal Territories across Australia. 

  In the Creation Story of the Ocean, 
two young Dunggiirr Brothers 

saved the Tribe from getting cut 
off from their Homelands by the 

rising water. The Brothers took out 
their magical strings (intestines), 
threw them across the water & 

tied them off to a giant Wangaaga 
‘Tallowwood Tree’ creating a 

bridge for the Tribe to walk back 
to their Homelands. One of the 
brothers disappeared and was 

never seen again, and the other 
brother was ambushed and killed 

by two men who threw their Duuwa 
‘boomerangs’ and cut him into 
three pieces, which formed the 

three peaks of Yarriabini Mountain. 

  Long ago, Dunggiirr appeared 
very differently than it does today. 
They once had a smaller head, & 

a long tail. Dulaybam (Greyface 
Kangaroo) traded Dunggiirr a bowl 

in exchange for its tail. Now that 
they have a bowl in their heads, 

Dunggiirr don’t have to climb 
down out of the trees as much to 

drink water.

A young boy & his grandmother 
were walking along the beach when 
they spotted hundreds of Garlaany 
‘pipis’. At the same time a big mob 
was walking towards them in the 

distance and the boy yelled out to 
them. His grandmother told him to 
be quiet, but he couldn’t and kept 

yelling out to the people so his 
grandmother chased him with a 

stick, and he ran and climbed a tree 
and was turned into a Dunggiirr. It is 
forbidden to share the location of 
your hunting grounds with others.

 There’s a Sacred Place on the 
Nambucca River which is a special 

breeding ground for Dunggiirr.

The circles on the head represent 
the bowl Dunggiirr uses to  

store water.

 The circles on one ear represent 

where the young boy & his 
grandmother were on the beach. 

The circles on the other ear 
represent where he was turned  

to Dunggiirr. 

The wavy lines on the back & 
arm represent Yildaan ‘Dreaming 
Track/Storyline’ of Dunggiirr. The 
circles on the hand & semi circles 
on the back represent the Sacred 

Sites associated to Dunggiirr. 

The spiral on the stomach 
represents Nandiirr ‘intestines/
magic string’ also known as a 

caecum. When the intestines are 
taken out of a Dunggiirr it has a 
black footprint on it from when  

the Tribe walked across the 
 ‘magic bridge’.

The leaves represent their main 
food source, and the medicines  

they contain.

The spiral on the leg represents 
Dunggiirr Miirlarl.

The diamonds represent the Sacred 
parts & places of the Stories which 

are forbidden to share.



“In our local Gumbaynggirr language 
the name for koala is Dunggirr”.

Yarriabini Mountain at dawn.

Dunggiirr are very sacred to our People, Culture, and to the landscape of the Gumbaynggirr Nation itself.  
The Knowledge of Dunggiirr has played a vital role in Gumbaynggirr Creation Stories, Laws & Customs, 

Spirituality, core values, and our identity. 

Dunggiirr is a very powerful animal, their magic is very strong, and the Spirit of Dunggiirr is both feared  
and respected. Dunggiirr originated here in our Gumbaynggirr Homelands on a Sacred Mountain.  

From what I was taught by my Elders, the Dunggiirr population grew too many for the mountain  
to sustain them, so they went out to find new territory to inhabit, creating Storylines across the 

Gumbaynggirr Nation and into other Tribal Territories right across Australia. Dunggiirr are Totemic  
to a quarter of all Gumbaynggirr Men. 

They have survived alongside our People for countless generations through many climate changes, 
catastrophes, cataclysms and extreme Earth transformations. Despite their population decline due  

to intensive logging, land clearing, and the recent damaging fires, the colony  
within the Gumbaynggirr Nation are now the most significant. 

That is why the Gumbaynggirr People fully endorse the Great Koala National Park, and we’re working 
together with all relevant parties to ensure their protection and preservation. The establishment of the 

 Great Koala National Park will also help to protect other sacred & significant sites, threatened, 
endangered, rare, endemic, and special Totemic Flora and Fauna within our Homelands. If they are not 

protected and they go extinct, we, Gumbaynggirr People, will be strictly forbidden to pass on our  
Dreaming Stories and Knowledge of Dunggiirr to our Children, our Children’s Children,

and all future generations of Gumbaynggirr People. This is Gumbaynggirr Law.”

Gumbaynggirr Man, Mr Michael Donovan’s statement to the NSW Upper House Inquiry 
into Koala Populations and Habitat. Coffs Harbour, NSW 4th Feb 2020.

“We believe the GKNP is a positive opportunity 
to protect and preserve this cultural heritage 

within a precious biodiversity hotspot.” 
Gumbaynggirr Elder’s statement - 10 May 2019



A COMMUNITY CAMPAIGN
The GKNP campaign is championed by the 
National Parks Association of NSW and 
managed locally by a campaign management 
team. The team includes representatives of 
the Bellingen Environment Centre, Nambucca 
Valley Conservation Association, Gumbaynggirr 
Nation and key sponsor Affirmations 
Publishing House, plus a number of skilled 
volunteers overseeing volunteer coordination, 
merchandise, lobbying, social media, 
networking and fundraising.

A dedicated band of volunteers staff regular 
market stalls within the region, providing 
information and raising campaign funds 
through donations and merchandise sales.

Many other conservation organisations 
and businesses assist and support the 
GKNP campaign including the NSW 
Nature Conservation Council, North Coast 
Environment Council, North East Forest 
Alliance, Bob Brown Foundation, Clarence 
Environment Centre, WWF, NPA Coffs 
Coast Branch, Arnhem Clothing, Wandering 
Folk, Kombu Wholefoods and Paul Hilton 
Photography.

Public and business support for The Great 
Koala National Park proposal is wide and 
rapidly growing. Our thousands of registered 

online supporters are kept informed about 
the campaign via regular email updates. 
Our volunteers engage with domestic and 
international tourists and are frequently met 
with expressions of disbelief that Koalas are 
still facing imminent extinction in NSW and that 
koala habitat continues to be destroyed at an 
escalating rate across the region.

Two ReachTEL polls conducted for the North 
Coast Environment Council in 2017 showed 
seventy per cent of people surveyed supported 
the creation of new national parks to protect 
koalas from logging and land-clearing.

The community groups promoting the GKNP 
proposal also strongly support a job for job 
guarantee for timber industry workers directly 
affected by the creation of the GKNP.

Visit our website www.koalapark.org.au to:
●   Register as a supporter to receive campaign updates and calls to action.

●   Sign our online petition.

●   Make a tax deductable donation via the National Parks Association of NSW.

●   Purchase merchandise via Affirmations Publishing House.

●   Join the volunteer market stall team if you live in the Coffs Coast region    
     and want to get hands-on for koalas!

GET INVOLVED AND BE 
PART OF MAKING HISTORY
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