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Wildlife of the Box–Ironbark: an overview

The Box–Ironbark forests and woodlands covering the inland slopes of the Great Divide 
support an exceptionally diverse array of wildlife distinct from any other ecosystem in 
south-eastern Australia. One of the main reasons for this high level of species diversity 
is the position of the ecosystem in the broader landscape – interposed as it is between 
semi-arid inland environments to the north and west and higher-altitude moister 
environments to the east and south. Climate, landform, geology and soil type all 
influence the vegetation communities that make up this distinctive ecosystem and 
provide a wide variety of habitat types for wildlife, ranging from characteristic ironbark 
and box eucalypt woodlands to low mallee-dominated shrublands, interspersed with 
granite outcrops and fertile woodlands along watercourses.

At the time of European settlement, extensive areas of north-central and north-east 
Victoria were covered with Box–Ironbark vegetation. Despite significant clearing of 
these forests and woodlands in the 180 years since European settlement, the ecosystem 
continues to support over 300 species of native terrestrial wildlife. In each animal 
group, but most notably among the birds, there is an array of temperate woodland-
dependent species, as well as species representative of the wet forests of the Great Dividing 
Range and the drier environments of the Murray River floodplain and semi-arid mallee 
region. Species from these adjacent regions generally occur at the edge of their range in 
the Box–Ironbark ecosystem. In addition, there are also widespread species that occupy 
many habitats throughout Victoria, further adding to the diversity of wildlife in the 
Box–Ironbark forests and woodlands.

 Opposite: The diverse vegetation communities that make up Victoria’s Box–Ironbark ecosystem are scattered 
across the gently undulating rises and low hills inland of the Great Dividing Range in south-eastern Australia. 
Yellow Gum (foreground) commonly occurs throughout central and western parts of the region, growing in 
association with Grey Box (background) at lower elevations on relatively fertile soils. Both of these eucalypts 
are important nectar-producing species that many Box–Ironbark birds and mammals depend on.
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There are, however, a small number of species that prefer lightly treed landscapes 
and have benefited from vegetation clearing and fragmentation. Species such as the 
Noisy Miner, Australian Magpie, Crested Pigeon, Long-billed Corella, Galah, Willie 
Wagtail and Little Raven have expanded their range throughout the Box–Ironbark 
country over a long period of time. Others have colonised the Box–Ironbark landscape 
more recently and rapidly, such as the Rainbow Lorikeet, New Holland Honeyeater, Red 
Wattlebird and Pied Currawong, and have increased in response to urbanisation and an 
increase in food sources (e.g. ornamental flowering and fruiting trees, and food sources 
associated with people). Other species again, such as the Square-tailed Kite, Yellow-
tailed Black-Cockatoo and Scarlet Honeyeater, have increased their occurrence in the 
region, possibly in response to climate change (see page 40).

The decline of the Crested Bellbird

‘A bird confined to the country 
nearer Chiltern is the Oreoica 
cristata, its beautiful bell-like notes 
being always heard among the 
ironbarks.’

A.G. Campbell (1902)

‘Crested Bellbirds are now almost 
certainly extinct at Chiltern. As this 
was the last population in north-east 
Victoria, they are now likely to be 
extinct in this entire region.’

B.J. Traill (1995)

 The range of the Grey-crowned Babbler has contracted significantly over the past 50 years.

■ Since 2010

■ 1980 - 2010

■ Before 1980

□ Box–Ironbark outline 



 Powerful Owls
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Habitat restoration in the Lurg Hills

The Lurg Hills area, near Benalla, supports several threatened and declining Box–
Ironbark species and is the site of a landscape-scale conservation project. Most of the 
area is privately owned. Since 1996 there has been a large community effort to 
protect and increase Box–Ironbark habitat by fencing remnant vegetation, regenerating 
and replanting degraded remnants, revegetating new areas, and creating ‘corridors’ to 
link these important sites. The project has been led by dedicated and enthusiastic 
coordinators, and has involved over 175 landholders, more than 40 000 volunteers, 
the fencing and restoration of almost 1800 ha of Box–Ironbark vegetation and the 
planting of over 700 000 trees and shrubs. Apart from the local landholders, 
volunteers from the wider community (e.g. bushwalking clubs, four-wheel drive clubs, 
university and school students) also make an invaluable contribution to this project 
through large-scale tree planting and monitoring of nest boxes.

The use of the Regent Honeyeater as a ‘flagship’ species has been the stimulus for 
this highly successful landscape revegetation effort, yet many other woodland-
dependent species in this area similarly benefit from this habitat restoration. For 
example, the project has also involved the placement of over 150 nest boxes that are 
being used by the threatened Squirrel Glider and Brush-tailed Phascogale. Some of the 
older planted sites have been colonised by Grey-crowned Babblers, which were in 
decline but have increased locally in direct response to habitat restoration. Although 
Regent Honeyeaters are now only occasionally seen in the area, they have occurred at 
restored sites where they have otherwise been absent for years.

Community participation is making a positive 
contribution to the recovery of Box–Ironbark 
habitat and wildlife in the Lurg Hills.

This fenced remnant patch of Mugga Ironbark is 
part of a network of restored sites on private land 
in the Lurg district.
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Timber harvesting and firewood collection
With few exceptions, Box–Ironbark forests and woodlands have been heavily and 
repeatedly cut-over for timber production and firewood collection, converting once 
majestic open woodlands into present-day forests dominated by high densities of small 
trees, including many multi-stemmed coppiced trees as a result of previous timber 
harvesting. During the gold rush of the 1850s, tree felling was uncontrolled and timber 
was used extensively for mining infrastructure and fuel. Regrowth forests have been 
intensively managed since these initial periods of exploitation, mainly to provide 
sawlogs, sleepers, posts, poles and firewood. This intensive harvesting has included the 
selective removal of ecologically mature trees in the 1930s and 1950s to initiate growth 
of younger and straighter trees. In most areas, standing and fallen dead timber is scarce 
due to the lack of mature trees to drop large limbs, and collection for firewood. Much of 
Victoria’s firewood supply is harvested from within the Box–Ironbark country, where 
the preferred fuelwood trees such as Grey Box and Red Ironbark grow. Today, timber 
harvesting and firewood collection continues in designated areas within state forests 
through the Box–Ironbark region, but this activity is due to be phased out by 2030. The 
transformation of forest age, structure and composition over time has significant 
implications for wildlife, particularly those species dependent on mature trees and the 
resources they provide (e.g. tree hollows and eucalypt nectar) and a complex ground 
and litter layer.

The harvesting of eucalyptus oil in mallee shrublands also has a substantial impact 
on wildlife. Mallee eucalypts, particularly Blue Mallee and Green Mallee, are among 
the most prized sources of eucalyptus oil in Australia but supply only a small percentage 

 Most of the Box–Ironbark lowlands have been cleared. Remnants usually exist along  roadsides and creek 
lines and high-quality examples are few and far between.
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Box–Ironbark forests and woodlands
These dry forests and woodlands occur extensively across the gently undulating rises 
and low hills of the region. In western and central areas (Stawell–Rushworth), Red 
Ironbark, Grey Box and Yellow Gum are the characteristic overstorey species, while in 
the east (Killawarra–Chiltern), Mugga Ironbark replaces Red Ironbark and grows in 
association with Grey Box, Red Box and occasionally White Box. While the understorey 
also varies from east to west, Golden Wattle is prevalent throughout the entire region. 
Gold-dust Wattle, Spreading Wattle, Drooping Cassinia, Twiggy Bush-pea, Gorse Bitter-
pea and Cranberry Heath are the dominant understorey plants in central and western 
areas, while Grey Guinea-flower, Showy Parrot-pea, Cat’s Claws Grevillea, Narrow-leaf 
Bitter-pea, Sticky Everlasting and Grey Tussock-grass are prominent in the east.

The eucalypts in this habitat include the main nectar-producing species of the Box–
Ironbark ecosystem. They typically flower in autumn and winter and produce variable 
quantities of nectar, depending on the season. Their presence is a key feature of this 
habitat type.

 

Stawell

Chiltern

Bendigo

Distribution of Box–Ironbark forest and woodland vegetation communities.

Characteristic fauna
Mammals: Short-beaked Echidna, Yellow-footed Antechinus, Brush-tailed Phascogale, Krefft’s (Sugar) 
Glider, Common Brush-tailed Possum.
Birds: Painted Button-quail, White-throated Nightjar, Musk Lorikeet, Little Lorikeet, Purple-crowned 
Lorikeet, Swift Parrot, Common Bronzewing, Chestnut-rumped Heathwren, Fuscous Honeyeater, Yellow-
tufted Honeyeater, Black-chinned Honeyeater, Painted Honeyeater, Regent Honeyeater, Red Wattlebird, 
Noisy Friarbird, White-browed Babbler, Dusky Woodswallow, Grey Currawong, White-winged Chough, 
Crested Bellbird, Rufous Whistler, Mistletoebird, Diamond Firetail.
Reptiles: Marbled Gecko, Pink-tailed Worm-Lizard, Large Striped Skink, Garden Skink, Bougainville’s Skink, 
Boulenger’s Skink, Stumpy-tailed Lizard, Tree Dragon, Eastern Bearded Dragon, Tree Goanna, Woodland 
Blind Snake, Common Brown Snake.
Frogs: Eastern Banjo Frog, Spotted Marsh Frog, Common Spadefoot Toad, Plains Froglet, Common 
Froglet, Bibron’s Toadlet, Peron’s Tree Frog.

■ Box–Ironbark Forests and Woodlands

■ Public Land
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 Open forests, such as this Mugga Ironbark–Grey Box example at Killawarra in the Warby–Ovens National 
Park, support several characteristic Box–Ironbark animal species.

 Yellow-tufted Honeyeater  Short-beaked Echidna

 Common Bronzewing  Large Striped Skink



76 Wildl i fe of  the Box– I ronbark Countr y

independent (~12 months old). Arboreal and 
nocturnal; most feeding and social behaviour occurs 
at night. Males give raucous growling and bellowing 
territorial calls at night, particularly at mating time. 
During day, sleeps or loafs in tree, but occasionally 
grooms. Rests in thick fork of large tree, sometimes in 
dense foliage. May rest in trees where feeding occurs, 
but also uses other nearby trees. Feeds almost entirely 
on eucalypt leaves, usually showing a preference for 
one or two species at a site and sometimes a preference 
for certain individual trees.
Locations: Chiltern–Mt Pilot NP, Warby–Ovens NP, 
Reef Hills SP, Euroa–Creighton Hills area, 
Heathcote–Graytown NP, Castlemaine Diggings 
NHP, Kara Kara NP.

Range and status: Widespread but scattered and 
generally uncommon. Occurs mostly in southern 
areas, near adjoining moist foothill forests.
Habitat: Open forest and woodland, especially wetter 
associations closer to favoured food trees such as 
Manna Gum, Swamp Gum and Blue Gum. In Box–
Ironbark, suitable known food trees include River Red 
Gum, Yellow Box, Yellow Gum, Red Stringybark and 
Long-leaf Box. Individuals may be seen in open country 
along well-vegetated roadsides and watercourses when 
dispersing (e.g. those in Euroa–Violet Town areas 
probably move from Strathbogie Ranges).
Habits: Usually solitary and sedentary within home 
range. Adult males move more widely than females. 
Young individuals may disperse when fully 

Koala
Phascolarctos cinereus

low, animals may remain in, or retreat to, shelter. 
During prolonged cold spells and in winter, when 
there are lengthy periods of food shortage, may 
conserve energy by undergoing periods of torpor in a 
sheltered nest site. Shelters in communal groups 
overnight and throughout winter. Nests are small and 
cup shaped, built from dry grasses and leaves, placed 
in fallen hollow logs, under tussocks of grass and in 
grass-trees; rarely in small hollows above ground such 
as in stumps or low in trees.
Locations: Waanyarra NCR, Inglewood NCR, 
Dunolly–Inglewood SF, Greater Bendigo NP 
(Whipstick–Kamarooka), Rushworth–Heathcote SF, 
Heathcote–Graytown NP.
Similar species: Fat-tailed Dunnart.

Range and status: Very rare in Box–Ironbark. Largely 
restricted to central areas; scattered occurrence at sites 
from around Inglewood to Costerfield. Threatened.
Habitat: Dry open forest and woodland, including 
mallee woodland, with a very sparse understorey and 
ground layer and a well-established layer of leaf litter. 
Appears to favour Grey Box–Red Ironbark woodland, 
especially where these trees grow in association with 
Green Mallee and occasionally Bull Mallee.
Habits: Nocturnal. Rarely detected and difficult to 
observe. May be encountered on warm spring–
summer nights when foraging. Terrestrial; forages in 
open areas and around patches of fallen timber, in 
search of invertebrates such as beetles, cockroaches 
and moths. On cold dry nights, when insect activity is 

Common Dunnart
Sminthopsis murina

●   Known records 

●   Known records 
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●   Known records 

●   Known records 

f locks of hundreds congregate at places where food is 
abundant. Feeds on the ground, taking seeds of native 
and introduced grasses. Nests in large tree hollows, 
often along watercourse in River Red Gum or at edges 
of open woodland. Often creates a large scar around 
the entrance to its nest hollow or elsewhere on the 
trunks of trees, commonly seen on Grey Box and 
Yellow Gum. Roosts communally when not breeding; 
characteristically noisy around dawn and particularly 
at dusk, before settling.
Locations: Throughout.

Range and status: Resident; more common in west of 
Box–Ironbark country. Benefited from clearing for 
agriculture and provision of water in farm dams; as a 
result, range has expanded and population increased 
substantially since the early 1900s.
Habitat: Open eucalypt woodland, forest margins and 
farmland with scattered trees, especially areas with 
mature hollow-bearing trees suitable for breeding; 
generally avoids interior of forest. Regularly inhabits 
modified and treed residential areas.
Habits: Active, noisy and conspicuous; mostly in 
pairs or family groups in the breeding season, or in 
flocks of 5–20 birds at other times; occasionally large 

Galah
Eolophus roseicapilla

Habits: Gregarious; seen mostly in pairs or groups of 
3–6 birds. Unobtrusive and arboreal, forages mainly 
on seed capsules among the foliage of eucalypts, 
especially Red Stringybark. Typically bites off clusters 
of fruit and holds them with foot, then noisily cracks 
fruit in bill to extract seeds, dropping debris to the 
ground. Occasionally feeds on insect larvae, 
sometimes by biting into woody galls to extract 
larvae. Also eats berries of introduced hawthorn and 
cotoneaster. Generally tame, and allows a close 
approach; if disturbed, climbs to a higher branch or 
swoops low for a short distance to another tree. Call is 
a distinctive creaking note, usually given in flight.
Locations: Warby–Ovens NP, Reef Hills SP, 
Chiltern–Mt Pilot NP.

Range and status: Uncommon, occurring mostly in 
eastern Box–Ironbark and occasionally around 
Newstead–Castlemaine. Most numerous autumn–
winter, when some birds disperse from wetter 
eucalypt forests in the ranges further south, returning 
to moist forests in spring where they typically breed. 
Becoming more regular, and small numbers remain 
throughout spring–summer in some areas (e.g. Warby 
Ranges, Chiltern, Barambogie Ranges), possibly even 
breeding at these locations.
Habitat: Open forest, especially on undulating hills 
with overstorey of Red Stringybark–Red Box–Long-leaf 
Box–White Box–Blakely’s Red Gum; sometimes in 
ironbark- and box-dominated habitat, especially in 
autumn–winter. Also in farmland with scattered trees.

Gang-gang Cockatoo
Callocephalon fimbriatum
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●   Known records 

the ground, such as abandoned burrows of other 
animals. Omnivorous; feeds on various slow-moving 
gastropods, arthropods and occasionally small 
vertebrates and carrion; also fruits from low shrubs, 
fungi and flowers and soft foliage of low herbaceous 
plants. Active during warm weather, often basks on or 
crosses roads, where many are struck by passing vehicles. 
Often appears around human habitation and gardens, 
where susceptible to predation from dogs and cats. If 
threatened, flattens its body and faces threat while 
emitting a loud hiss with its mouth wide agape, 
extruding its characteristic vivid blue tongue. 
Viviparous; gives birth to large litters, ranging from 5–21 
(usually 8–12) young in late summer–early autumn.
Locations: Throughout.

Range and status: Widespread and common 
throughout Box–Ironbark, especially central and 
eastern areas; less common in the west. Very familiar 
and distinctive species.
Habitat: Dry open forests and woodlands, granitic 
shrublands, mallee shrublands and modified 
environments such as treed farmland and residential 
areas. Most commonly inhabits open areas with a 
sparse understorey of low shrubs, ground covers and 
tussocks, and ground layer with scattered surface rocks, 
fallen timber and a well-established leaf litter layer.
Habits: Terrestrial, slow moving and diurnal, though 
occasionally active in evenings in warm weather. When 
inactive, shelters in and under fallen timber, large rocks, 
low vegetation, leaf litter and in large crevices or holes in 

Common Blue-tongued Lizard
Tiliqua scincoides ssp. scincoides

●   Known records 

often basks in exposed situation, frequently on roads 
where mortality may be high. Seeks out roads to feed on 
greener roadside vegetation. If threatened, may inflate 
or flatten its body, face the threat and emit a loud hiss 
with its mouth broadly agape, extruding its blue tongue. 
Establishes long-term pair bonds, perhaps for life; 
solitary for most of year, but pairs come together in 
spring when mating occurs. Male follows female 
around for several weeks during this time, fighting off 
rival males. Viviparous; gives birth to 1–3 (normally 2) 
young in late summer–autumn.
Locations: Deep Lead NCR, Kara Kara NP, 
Dalyenong NCR, Paddys Ranges SP, Dunolly–
Inglewood SF, Kooyoora SP, Wychitella NCR, Greater 
Bendigo NP and RP.

Range and status: Widespread and moderately common 
throughout western and central areas (Stawell–
Rushworth). Very distinctive and familiar species.
Habitat: Dry open forests and woodlands, and 
granitic and mallee shrublands; also treed farmland 
and residential areas. Favours areas with a sparse 
understorey of low shrubs and tussocks and scattered 
surface rocks, fallen timber and leaf litter.
Habits: Slow-moving, diurnal and terrestrial. When 
inactive, shelters in and under fallen timber, low 
vegetation, leaf litter and crevices or holes in the ground 
(e.g. disused burrows of other animals). Omnivorous; 
roams in search of flowers, fruits, fungi, soft herbaceous 
foliage, slow-moving arthropods, gastropods and 
occasionally carrion. Active during warm weather; 

Stumpy-tailed Lizard  
(Shingle-back, Sleepy Lizard)
Tiliqua rugosa ssp. aspera


