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ridging the rainforest

A
"“""ﬂnmumum'lm

ALL TOO OFTEN, a new road spells disastar for arbaraal animals in
the wet tropics: increasad fragmentation and collis:ons with motor
vehicles are, sadly, a common story. A research team is now
working on a way 10 minmise these impacts through tha use of
canopy bridgas.

The rainforests and associated habitals of the wet tropics region of
north Queensland are a haven for possums and gliders. Fourteen
species live here, including five that are found nowhere else. OF
these unique species, all excepl one — the citically endangered
Mahogany Glider (Petaurus graciis) — are rainforest specialists.
They comprise the remarkably beautiful Green Ringtail Possum
iPseudochirops archen), the wrposing Herbert River Ringtail
Possum (Pseudochinulus herbertensis! and its close relative. the
Daintree River Ringtail Possum (Pseudochinuius cinereus), and the
acrobatic Lemuroid Ringtail Possum (Henmubelideus lemuroides),

Whean the Wet Tropics World Haritage Area was declared in 1988,
the future of these rare species appeared socura. However, concern
was soon raised about the potential long-term adverse impacts of
fragmentation and intrusicn into the forest by developmeants
including roads and powerlines, especially on animals with small
distributions. This applied most particularly to the rainforest ringtails.

p
e |

The most gistinctive fealures of the rainforest are its closed canopy
and structural composition that sharply define it from neighbouring
habitats. Consequently, animals thal occur there are often reluctant
o venture beyond its bounds. While generalist species like the
Common Brushtail Possum (Thichosurus vulpeculal readily descend
to the ground to travarse a gap between trees (which unfortunately
makes them prone to collisions with wvehicles), the rainforest
ringtails do so very raraly, Indeed, it was feared that the presence of
a rgad or similar linear element which lacks any canopy connection
may block movement for some species. This could have the effect
of isolating animal populstions and impeding genetic interchange,
ukimartely leading 1o local extinctions.

Bridging the problem

With this problem in mind, researchers set about finding a solution.
In an article published in 1991, wellknown rainforest possum expert
Or John Winter, questioned whether underpassas and overpasses
made a diffarence to the ability of animals to cross a road. At about
this time. the results ol experiments aimed at helping terrestrial
animals cross roads ware appearing in scientfic lterature.
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However,
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This situation changed in 1855, when park ranger and possum
e =t Rupert Russell, financed by the Wet Tropics Management

Authority and with the help of the then Far Morth Queensland
Electnc
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Hunter's hardware

also investigated the use of infra-red photography, Already aware

of the difficulties encountered by colleagues using highly

sophisticatad (and expansive) technology in the field, | toved with
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ringtail spacies live in the tree canopy, the viel Ringtail i the
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Promising future

We were also pleased lo discover that, more than five vears afier it was installed

Vines and Ccreapars

Water Vine {Cissus

ed covenng the overpass. The dommnant species &

-a), a favourad food plant of the rainforast ringails
We have found no evidence of predators congragating in this area, apart from the

accasional Serub Python (Morelis amethisting) basking by the road, Other known

precators of the rainforest ningtails, such as the sndangerad Spotted-tailed Cuoll

of Yarri (Dasyuros macwlaiust or Rufous Owl iNinox rufa) have been noither seen,

nar hearnd

Mow, having ascertaned that the existing canopy b % facilitating movemnent

by arboreal {and scansoaall fauna, 1IU's Mo WO Move on o the next stage of tha
study. This involves invastigating how design and position affect useage. It's
hoped the findings may contricute 1o a better understanding of how low-cost

management oplions can be used n habilat modilication strategies, especially in

places where animals are prevented from crossing roads safel
| has been good to lind some support for the adage that “the simple things in kfe

are quite often the best”. — Nigel Weston

(WIS TN RVl i a bASs stedent 0 the Department of Tropical Environment

Studias Geography at Jamaes Cook University in Cairns, His research is part W

supported by a grant from the Wilchfe Preservation Sociely of Queenaland.
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epiphytic- - plant that grows upon another, but
does not get sustenance from it
# dealar or frader
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tarrastrial - ground-lving
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