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Wildlife of the Otways and 

Shipwreck Coast

The Otways and Shipwreck Coast supports a rich and diverse wildlife when 
compared to other forested regions in south-eastern Australia – particularly for 
mammals and birds. The Victorian Volcanic Plain has a barrier effect, isolating  
the Otway Range from other forested areas and contributing to its distinctiveness. 
This makes the region biogeographically important. It supports endemic taxa and 
it lacks species which are widespread in similar environments in south-eastern 
Australia, such as the wet forest ranges of the Central Highlands spanning eastern 
Victoria.

Mammals
Almost half of the mammal species recorded in Victoria occur in the region.  
A high proportion of these species occur widely in south-eastern Australia; 
however, the high species richness in the Otways is driven by the broad mix of 
vegetation communities occurring in the relatively confined geographical area.  
In forests and woodlands, Short-beaked Echidna, Agile Antechinus, Common 
Brush-tailed Possum, Swamp Wallaby, Bush Rat, White-striped Free-tailed Bat, 
Little Forest-bat and Lesser Long-eared Bat are widespread. Others closely 
associated with tall moist eucalypt forest include Dusky Antechinus, Yellow-bellied 
Glider and Southern Long-nosed Bandicoot.
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Heathlands and heathy woodlands support a rich assemblage of small mammals 
and the Otways and Shipwreck Coast region is a conservation hotspot for many of 
these animals. The heathy understorey supports bandicoots (Southern Brown and 
Southern Long-nosed Bandicoots), marsupial carnivores from the family Dasyuridae 
(Agile Antechinus, Swamp Antechinus, White-footed Dunnart), small macropods 
(Long-nosed Potoroo), Eastern Pygmy-possum and several small placental mammals 
(Broad-toothed Rat, Swamp Rat, Bush Rat and New Holland Mouse). The combinations 
of species present are often strongly linked to the fire history of a given site.

Streams draining the ranges support aquatic mammals such as Platypus and 
Water Rat. Some terrestrial mammals that are widespread in the landscape are closely 
associated with riparian forests along drainage lines and gullies because of the distinct 
habitats they provide. For example, Broad-toothed Rat prefers sites with dense 
tussocky grasses and herbs, which typically fringe waterways. Yellow-bellied Glider 
often forages along drainage lines, particularly where smooth-barked eucalypts such 
as Manna Gum and Swamp Gum penetrate drier forest types in the foothills.

The region’s bat community is dominated by the insectivorous species referred 
to as microbats that are found across the rest of southern Australia. There are  

Yellow-bellied Gliders prefer productive gully areas with tall smooth-barked eucalypts on the Otway Range.
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12 taxa of microbats known from the Otways and Shipwreck Coast. Most are forest 
and woodland generalists that are widespread and common in south-eastern 
Australia, except for Southern Bent-winged Bat, a subspecies which depends on 
caves in eroding coastal cliff faces for roosting and maternity sites. The region 
houses one of only two known maternity sites for this subspecies.

Wet forests and gullies support a diverse range of tree-dwelling (arboreal) 
mammals. For example, along a 100 m stretch of the Parker River near Cape 
Otway, Yellow-bellied Glider, Sugar Glider, Narrow-toed Feather-tailed Glider, 
Common Brush-tailed Possum, Eastern Ring-tailed Possum and Koala have been 
found during regular surveys over many years.

There are several marine mammals inhabiting coastal waters. These include 
common or widespread species in southern Australian waters, such as Humpback 
Whale, Southern Right Whale, Short-beaked Common Dolphin and Australian 
Fur Seal. There are also vagrant marine species, including Blue Whale and 
Southern Elephant Seal.

Characteristic of Australian mammals, there are typically very few diurnally 
active species in the region. Apart from Swamp Wallaby, Eastern Grey Kangaroo 
and Koala, other mammals will typically be difficult to encounter.

The Shipwreck Coast houses one of only two known maternity sites for the cave-roosting Southern 
Bent-winged Bat.
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2
Otways and Shipwreck 

Coast habitats

Many wildlife species have specific habitat requirements. For example, they may 
require physical structures such as tree hollows for shelter and breeding, or dietary 
resources such as nectar for survival. As a result, the distribution of wildlife in  
the landscape is associated with distinct environments or collections of plants 
(vegetation communities) which meet their ecological needs.

The Otways and Shipwreck Coast provides a diverse range of habitats, each 
supporting characteristic groups of wildlife. In this guide, 13 broad habitat types 
are described. Nine of these are based on the vegetation communities that make  
up the physical structure and resources of a habitat. Vegetation communities  
are shaped by topography, geology and soils, moisture regimes, and ecological 
processes such as fire. Another four broad habitat types that are not defined by 
native vegetation are recognised. These are marine and coasts, cleared land–
farmland, plantations and urban areas.

Shrubby Foothill Forest
Shrubby Foothill Forest is widely distributed on the Otway Range across a broad 
range of altitudes, occupying exposed slopes of moderate to low gradient with clay 
or loam soils, where annual average rainfall is greater than 1100 mm.

The overstorey is a medium forest dominated by eucalypts up to 30 m tall. The 
most prevalent is Messmate, commonly forming an association with Mountain 
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Grey Gum. Other eucalypts present occasionally include Scentbark, Brown 
Stringybark, Southern Blue-gum, Narrow-leaved Peppermint, Swamp Gum and 
Manna Gum. This community lacks midstorey trees.

The understorey is dominated by a high cover of shrubs up to 4–5 m in height. 
Typical shrubs are Prickly Moses, Narrow-leaf Wattle, Hop Goodenia, Snowy 

Distribution of Shrubby Foothill Forest in the Otways and Shipwreck Coast region.

Example of Shrubby Foothill Forest, Forrest.
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Daisy-bush, Prickly Currant-bush, Prickly Tea-tree, Hazel Pomaderris and Tree 
Everlasting.

The ground layer is often dominated by either Austral Bracken or Forest 
Wire-grass, which form dense swards in openings in the thick shrub layer. Other 
species which may be present include Tall Sword-sedge and the climber Mountain 
Clematis.

Highlights
Sugar Glider, Narrow-toed Feather-tailed Glider, Yellow-bellied Glider, Long-nosed 
Potoroo, Grey Goshawk, Powerful Owl, Australian Masked Owl, Blue-winged 
Parrot, Forest Raven, White-lipped Snake.

Commonly encountered wildlife
Short-beaked Echidna, Agile Antechinus, Eastern Ring-tailed Possum, Koala, 
Lesser Long-eared Bat, Bush Rat, Yellow-tailed Black-Cockatoo, Gang-gang 
Cockatoo, Crimson Rosella, White-throated Treecreeper, Brown Thornbill, Grey 
Fantail, Flame Robin, Tiger Snake, Lowland Copperhead.

Wet Forest
A charismatic feature of the Otway Range is its Wet Forests. Wet Forest occurs in 
the wettest areas on the ranges, where rainfall exceeds 1450 mm annually. They 
typically occur on sheltered south-facing slopes above the coastal influence, and  in 
gullies, sometimes extending along these to near the coast. Extensive patches also 
occur on northerly aspects high up on the range, but also in high-rainfall zones on 
the inland foothills at relatively low altitudes. The soils supporting Wet Forest are 
highly fertile loams, retaining high soil moisture throughout the annual cycle.

Mountain Ash dominates this community structurally, forming a tall tree layer 
over 40 m in height (trees >80 m tall still occur in the region). The oldest of these 
forest giants are likely to be at least 400 years old, but there are very few of these  
in the landscape today. Mountain Ash often forms single-species stands in wetter 
parts, but on drier sites it occurs with Mountain Grey Gum, Messmate and 
Southern Blue-gum.

A midstorey layer of tall Blackwood is common, particularly in gullies. The tall 
shrub layer is usually well established, including Blanket-leaf, Austral Mulberry, 
Hazel Pomaderris, Banyalla and Satinwood. Mid-sized shrubs include Bootlace 
Bush, Musk Daisy-bush and Prickly Currant-bush.

A characteristic feature of Wet Forest is the abundance and diversity of ferns. 
These include tree ferns, with Soft Tree-fern invariably present. The rare Slender 
Tree-fern (distinguished by long, skinny bole) and Rough Tree-fern may also 
co-occur. In the ground layer, Mother Shield Fern, Hard Water-fern and Bat’s 
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Wing Fern are common. There is also a high diversity of epiphytic ferns (i.e. 
growing on trees), including Kangaroo Fern, Common Finger-fern and Gipsy Fern.

The ground layer is often sparse, with extensive areas of damp forest litter and 
coarse woody debris. Tall Sword-sedge and Forest Starwort are common, while 
Forest Wire-grass may dominate in patches.

Distribution of Wet Forest in the Otways and Shipwreck Coast region.

Example of Wet Forest, Turtons Track.
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Spotted-tailed Quoll 
Dasyurus maculatus

Largest marsupial predator on Australian mainland 
(slightly larger than a domestic cat). Long-bodied and 
long-tailed, with short legs. Rufous or dark brown 
above with bold white spots, including on tail. Pale 
underneath.
Range and status: Rare and critically endangered. 
Scattered historic records across Otway Range. Very few 
recent records. Focus of conservation programs and 
trained dogs used to search for scats to increase 
detections.
Habitat: Forest, particularly Wet Forest and Riparian 
Forest that supports higher abundances of ground-
dwelling prey. Structural complexity of habitat 
important, preferring dense understorey vegetation  
with high amounts of fallen logs or rocks and rocky 
escarpments (used as den sites).

Ecology: Nocturnal. Opportunistic predator, preying on 
ground-dwelling small mammals, such as Antechinus 
and Rattus. Proficient climber, allows it to take arboreal 
prey, including possums and gliders. Scavenges 
opportunistically, with macropods often detected in 
scats. Solitary. Large home ranges, may be over 2000 ha. 
Establishes communal latrine sites where individuals 
defecate. These sites are typically in exposed areas such 
as rock ledges or large logs. Latrine sites likely provide  
a demarcation of territories, and may advertise the 
reproductive status of individuals. Relatively short life-span, 
probably surviving <4 years, with females likely to breed 
only once or twice in life-time. Typically, five young 
born per litter, but only some survive to independence. 
Recruitment into the adult population is low.
Locations: Otway Range.

Short-beaked Echidna 
Tachyglossus aculeatus

Monotreme, instantly recognisable by several unique 
features; spines over back and rudimentary tail, tubular 
snout (housing long sticky tongue) and feet with long 
curved claws for digging, which contribute to its 
waddling gait. Its messy shallow excavations, often with 
holes where snout has been probed, are an obvious sign 
of occupancy.
Range and status: Occurs across the region. Common 
breeding resident.
Habitat: Occurs in all habitats. Less likely in cleared 
farmland, Cool Temperate Rainforest and Wet Forest 
gullies where ant activity is reduced. Abundant on dry 
slopes with abundant litter, and in Heathland and 
Heathy Woodland. Regularly in urban areas.
Ecology: Specialised eater of ants and termites, echidnas 
dig into subsurface colonies, mounds or decaying logs, 

and use snout and long tongue to collect prey from 
breached tunnels and chambers. Activity levels largely 
determined by temperature not light, so active day or 
night. Most active when temperatures are between 16°C 
and 22°C. Generally inactive when temperatures <9°C 
or >32°C. Likely to enter torpor for long periods over 
winter in the Otways. Egg hatches after ~10 days in 
mother’s pouch. The puggle remains pouched until 
developed enough (around 7 weeks old) to be left in 
nesting burrow. The burrow entrance is plugged with 
soil when the mother is outside foraging. Young animals 
leave nest at around 6 months of age.
Locations: Throughout region.
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654 – Mammals 

Agile Antechinus
Antechinus agilis

Small marsupial (~100 mm body length; 30 g). 
Brownish-grey above and a more uniform mid grey 
underneath. Flattish triangular-shaped head. Prominent 
black eye, has the appearance of protruding. Tail is thin 
and about as long as body.
Range and status: Widespread across the Otway Range 
and extending along the Shipwreck Coast. Most 
abundant marsupial in region. Regularly captured 
during small mammal trapping surveys in any native 
habitat. Very common breeding resident.
Habitat: Occurs in all forests and woodlands. Prefers 
locations with abundant coarse woody debris and/or 
structurally complex understorey vegetation.
Ecology: Agile by name and nature. Actively forages on 
ground, among coarse woody debris or understorey 
vegetation to obtain beetles, spiders, cockroaches and 

other invertebrates, and will engage in pursuits if 
necessary to capture prey. Readily climbs trees where it 
searches for invertebrates in cracks and bark on trunk. 
Nocturnal, but sometimes encountered during day. Like 
other antechinus species has a remarkable, yet somewhat 
tragic, breeding strategy. Antechinus are among a group 
of ~20% of all insectivorous marsupials that experience 
complete die-off of males after mating. The frantic 
mating season, which only lasts a couple of weeks, takes 
its toll on the male, with extreme stress causing immune 
system collapse, infections and internal bleeding, 
leading to death.
Locations: Anglesea, Lorne, Cape Otway, Carlisle 
Heath, Gellibrand, Forrest, GONP, OFP.

Swamp Antechinus 
Antechinus minimus

Small carnivorous marsupial. Body ~100–140 mm long, 
with tail extending ~75% of body length. Fur over most 
of body is dark brown, with paler yellowish or rufous 
hairs throughout, creating a grizzled appearance, 
particularly on lower back. Small ears, pointed snout 
and pale eye ring – this clearly distinguishes it from 
other antechinus in region.
Range and status: Region’s population isolated from all 
other populations. Considered vulnerable to extinction 
in Australia and listed under Victorian FFG Act. Rare, 
breeding resident.
Habitat: Dense damp understorey in Heathland and 
Heathy Woodland. Other habitat types also, but 
common to all occupied sites is high cover of 
understorey vegetation.

Ecology: Feeds on invertebrates excavated from soil or 
litter. Prefers late-successional heaths (those that have 
remained unburnt for a long period), and slow to 
recolonise areas after fire, so frequent fire poses a threat. 
Mates during late autumn to early winter, with males 
dying within 3 weeks of mating. Females give birth in 
late winter. Females have 1 reproductive event per year, 
and only a few females survive to breed in their second 
year. Small populations are in a precarious position 
should a major disruption of reproductive cycle occur 
(e.g. fire or severe drought) and could suffer catastrophic 
declines or possible extinction in isolated populations 
(as occurred after Ash Wednesday bushfire).
Locations: Anglesea Heath, Carlisle Heath, Cape Otway, 
Urquhart’s Bluff.
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Eastern Barn Owl 
Tyto delicatula

Slim pale owl with heart-shaped white facial disc with 
narrow brown-buff border and prominent buff-coloured 
brows. Underparts white, sometimes with buff wash, 
with scattered small black spots. Wings, crown, back 
and upper tail subtle mix of brown, buff and grey, with 
black and white mottling. Legs slender, appearing long 
as bird stands upright. Call is screechy, sheeaiirr, often 
emitted in flight and sometimes repeated many times.
Range and status: Few scattered records through 
farmland areas or townships. Breeding resident. Irruptive. 
Rare, may be regularly observed in localised areas.
Habitat: Open country. Cleared land–farmland, Coastal 
Dune Scrubs and townships. Regularly hunts on 
roadsides, perching on fence posts. May be resident 
around rural farmhouses.

Ecology: Hunts silently at night over open areas. Soft 
plumage designed and arranged to facilitate the 
soundless passage essential for hunting by sound in 
flight. Glides low over ground from low perches (e.g. 
fence posts) or hovers at low heights. Main prey are 
rodents, particularly House Mouse and rats, which 
typically form >90% of diet. Typically occurs as pairs, 
but influxes of owls occur during times of food 
abundance. Roosts in hollows or tree cavities, trees with 
dense foliage (e.g. introduced cypress or pine) and dark 
places in buildings, including rafters of farm sheds. 
Nests in large tree hollows or protected rock ledges, 
including in caves.
Locations: Apollo Bay, Aireys Inlet, Peterborough.

Powerful Owl 
Ninox strenua

Largest Australian owl. Prominent yellow forward-
facing eyes and powerful yellow claws (the size of human 
hands), often clutching previous night’s catch when 
observed roosting in daylight. Upperparts boldly 
alternating dark brown-grey and buff-white. Underparts 
whitish with dense blackish-brown chevrons. Often 
detected by mess of white-wash, pellets and prey 
remains under roost. Characteristic slow deep hooting 
call, whoo-hoo.
Range and status: Widespread across region in areas of 
extensive forest and woodland. Sometimes recorded in 
townships. Breeding resident. Uncommon. Considered 
endangered in Victoria and listed under FFG Act.
Habitat: Requires areas with mature trees, depending 
on large tree hollows for nest sites, as well as extensive 
areas with hollow-bearing trees to support prey 

mammals. Favours dense gullies for roosting and nest 
sites; these areas also support highest abundance of prey. 
Sometimes roosts in ornamental trees in gardens and 
parklands.
Ecology: High-order nocturnal predator of forests and 
woodlands; main prey items are arboreal mammals, 
including Eastern Ring-tailed Possum, Common 
Brush-tailed Possum and Sugar Glider. Estimated each 
breeding pair consumes >250–300 prey items annually. 
Typically roosts in densely foliaged subcanopy trees (e.g. 
Blackwood) or in eucalypts. Pairs show high fidelity to 
territories, occupying same home range their whole 
lives. May use several trees as nest sites across years.
Locations: Aireys Inlet, Lorne, Wye River, Beech Forest, 
Gellibrand, Forrest, Timboon, Ralph Illidge Sanctuary.
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