
By Emily Friedel

TO A CENTIPEDE or frog, 
the brush-tailed phascogale 
(Phascogale tapoatafa) is 
a ferocious predator. To a 
human, the brush-tailed 
phascogale looks a bit like a 
rat with a tail that transforms 
into a black bottlebrush 
when its owner is alert. 

Brush-tailed phascogales, 
also known as tuans, 
may bear a superficial 
resemblance to introduced 
rodents with their grey fur 

and pointy noses, but they’re 
a native marsupial, and it’s 
important to know how to 
spot the difference.

“Don’t mistake it for an 
introduced rat, the black 
rat, which hasn’t got the 
bottlebrush tail,” says 
Jerry Alexander, Senior 
Biodiversity Officer at the 
Department of Environment, 
Water, Land and Planning.

“The brush-tailed phascogale 
has a bottlebrush tail and 
when it gets excited or alert 

the hairs on the tail stand up.”

Brush-tailed phascogales 
belong to the same family 
as Tasmanian devils and 
quolls, which may explain 
their hunting prowess. 
Unfortunately, like many of 
their better-known relatives 
in the Dasyuridae family, 
brush-tailed phascogales 
face numerous threats 
to their survival, and 
they’re currently listed as a 
threatened species.

Despite being uncommon, 

these little arboreal 
carnivores are found 
throughout the Murrindindi 
Shire and local Landcare 
groups are keeping an eye 
on them.

“They nest in tree hollows, 
typically in the drier 
woodlands and forests of the 
Murrindindi Shire, but they 
have also been recorded 
throughout the Kinglake 
Ranges,” says Chris Cobern, 
Landcare Coordinator for the 
Upper Goulburn Landcare 
Network (UGLN).

A brush-tailed phascogale. Photo courtesy Ron Litjens (Strath Creek Landcare Group).
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“Landcare groups within our 
shire have successfully used 
nesting boxes as a good 
monitoring tool to find out if 
the creatures are living and 
breeding in their area.” 

This local monitoring 
recently delivered a hopeful 
result: the UGLN Green 
Army found a brush-tailed 
phascogale along Frees Road 
in Gobur during a wildlife 
survey.

There’s also good news 
about the brush-tailed 
phascogale population 
in Kinglake National Park, 
which suffered extensive 
habitat loss in the 2009 
bushfires. 

“It took three years after the 
fires before phascogales 
were seen,” says Tony 
Fitzgerald, a ranger for Parks 
Victoria.

After strategic post-fire 
revegetation work in 
Kinglake National Park, Parks 
Victoria began finding brush-
tailed phascogales again 
during their annual survey 
in 2012. 

Public sightings of 
phascogales are also on the 
rise around Kinglake and 
people are “seeing them 
more on the roads,” Tony 
says. 

Last year, a Melbourne Water 
contractor observed a brush-
tailed phascogale making 
itself at home in a ‘habitat 
log’ – one of the many rotten 
or hollow logs stockpiled 
after the fires and placed 
among the vegetation in 
Kinglake National Park by 
Parks Victoria.

In addition to the positive 
increase in post-fire 
sightings, the Kinglake 
phascogale population’s 
gene pool is in good shape.   

“University analysis of DNA 
has shown this population 
is genetically healthy,” Tony 
says.

While monitoring in the 
Murrindindi Shire indicates 
it’s not all doom and gloom 
for our local brush-tailed 
phascogale population, 
these rare natives are facing 
some serious challenges.

“Habitat clearing and 
fragmentation are among 
the greatest threats to brush-
tailed phascogales,” Chris 
says. 

“They live in small 
populations and require a 
relatively large home range 
of up to 100 hectares for 
males and 70 hectares for 
females.”

Because they travel such 

long distances, phascogales 
benefit from continuous 
vegetation, so replanting to 
fill gaps and create corridors 
is a good idea.

“They have been recorded 
to move up to 15 kilometres 
from their natal site, so what 
they’ll need is continuous 
areas of vegetation,” Jerry 
says.

Tony echoes the importance 
of providing continuous 
vegetation, particularly 
for isolated phascogale 
populations like those in 
Kinglake National Park.

“These island populations 
are why we like to have 
corridors and linkages,” he 
says.

Although they usually have 
vast home ranges, pockets of 
vegetation on farmland can 
be valuable for phascogale 
conservation. 

A study around Euroa 
found that in an area largely 
cleared for agriculture, 
brush-tailed phascogales 
will happily utilise roadside 
woodlands or stands of trees 
on farming land and, if high 
quality habitat is available, 
they will significantly reduce 
their range.

“They had really small 

home ranges because, even 
though there wasn’t much of 
it, it was top quality habitat,” 
says Dr Rodney Van Der 
Ree, Deputy Director of the 
Australian Research Centre 
for Urban Ecology.

Trees with hollows and 
rough bark are most useful 
for brush-tailed phascogales 
to nest in and hunt down 
their insect prey.

“If you’ve got tree hollows on 
your property make certain 
that you protect them,” Jerry 
says. “A tree hollow might 
be a standing live tree, or a 
standing dead tree, or a log 
on the ground, or a hole in 
the base of an old tree.”

Brush-tailed phascogales 
don’t have “grippy” feet like 
other arboreal marsupials, 
such as possums, so rough-
barked trees are easier for 
them to climb. “Also, peeling 
bark or rough bark has more 
insects under it than smooth 
bark,” Dr Van Der Ree says.

And if you live in an area 
lacking suitable tree hollows, 
brush-tailed phascogales will 
readily take up residence in a 
human-made home.

“They often will nest and 
breed in nesting boxes 

Brush-tailed phascogale. Photo courtesy Wayne Williams.

12 – Murrindindi Guide – SUMMER 2016/17



especially in areas where 
natural tree hollows are in 
short supply,” Chris says.

They may even take up 
residence in your house, so 
if you hear scratching in the 
roof, don’t assume it’s a rat.

“If you’re living in the country 
and you’ve got an older sort 
of house it could very well be 
a phascogale or antechinus 
rather than rats,” Dr Van Der 
Ree says.

On top of habitat loss, cats 
and foxes pose a serious 
threat to brush-tailed 
phascogales. As ferocious 
as the little native carnivore 
might look to a spider or 
cricket, it’s no match for 
these introduced predators.

“If you’re out controlling 
foxes and feral cats, that’s 
a really good thing, as is 
keeping your pet cat inside 
at night,” Dr Van Der Ree says.

Human influence on the 
phascogale’s ecosystem is 
undoubtedly at the heart of 
its plight, and unfortunately 
a risky breeding strategy 
exacerbates the species’ 
vulnerability.

“In July and August, the 
males are travelling huge 
distances to try and access as 
many females as possible. In 
so doing, they forget to eat 
properly, and basically their 
immune system shuts down 
and all the males will die in 
August,” Dr Van Der Ree says.

This annual male die-off 
reduces competition for 
resources but also means 
small, isolated populations 
can easily disappear.

The search for mates during 
the breeding season also 
increases the brush-tailed 
phascogale’s likelihood of 
becoming roadkill, so be 
extra watchful when you’re 
driving at night between 
May and August.

The last major hurdle 
to the brush-tailed 
phascogale’s survival is a 

Brush-tailed phascogale captured for genetic sampling and released. Photo courtesy Jerry Alexander. 

lack of knowledge to guide 
conservation strategies.

“It’s a species we still 
don’t know a lot about,” 
says Latrobe University 
postdoctoral candidate, Jess 
Lawton. “There hasn’t been 
a lot of research on their 
conservation ecology.”

Jess is working to provide 
some of that much-needed 
information on conservation 
ecology and has collected 
data throughout central 
Victoria to examine how 
resource availability and 
landscape patterns affect 
brush-tailed phascogale 
populations.

DEWLP is also endeavouring 
to better understand the 
brush-tailed phascogale’s 
conservation needs and 
recently received a Victorian 
Government Threatened 
Species Protection Initiative 

(TSPI) Community Action 
Grant. The grant will fund 
analysis of genetic samples 
to learn more about 
the health of Victoria’s 
brush-tailed phascogale 
population. 
Genetic samples have been 
gathered over the course 
of 16 years of monitoring 
brush-tailed phascogales 
in Victoria, predominantly 
on land managed by Parks 
Victoria. 
“We’ve collected over 400 
tissue samples that we’ve 
given to Dr Andrew Weeks at 
Melbourne University for him 
to analyse,” Jerry says.
This analysis will help define 
regional populations of 
brush-tailed phascogales 
and provide insight into any 
changes in genetic health 
over time. Importantly, 
it could also pinpoint 
phascogale populations 

most in need of assistance.

“The last thing is to work 
out where any on-ground 
action could best be used,” 
Jerry says. “Whether that’s 
vegetation in-filling or 
restoration works, or active 
translocation can be done in 
order to improve the genetic 
health of that population.”

You can also help build the 
knowledge base to assist 
phascogale conservation 
plans by reporting any 
sightings to DEWLP, Parks 
Victoria, or call UGLN’s Chris 
Cobern on 0413 855 490 or 
5797 4405.

So if you do happen to 
glimpse a small, grey, 
pointy-nosed creature with 
a distinctive bottlebrush tail, 
consider yourself very lucky, 
then get on the phone to 
report it. And be thankful 
you’re not a centipede or 
frog. 
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