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Submission to Code of Practice Authorising Flying-fox Camp Management 
Actions 2018 
 
I believe that I am uniquely qualified to comment on the Code of Practice 
Authorising Flying-fox Camp Management Actions 2018. 
 
First, I am an Emeritus Professor of Zoology at the University of New England. 
For the last 45 years I have conducted research on the ecology and behaviour of 
Australian native birds.  For most of this time I have applied my knowledge of 
Australia’s birds, other animals and plants to improving the conservation and 
management of Australia’s unique fauna and flora. For instance, with colleagues, 
I have written two extensive reviews on why so many birds of woodlands are 
threatened and declining 1, 2. There are numerous causes but these are mostly 
driven by loss, degradation and fragmentation of their natural habitats. I was a 
co-author of a major submission to the NSW Government coordinated by the 
Worldwide Fund for Nature arguing for the cessation of broadscale clearing of 
woodlands and forests in the state 3.  
 
I am also a member of the Threatened Species Committee of BirdLife Australia, 
which, at 10 year intervals, assesses which Australian bird species and 
subspecies should be regarded as threatened. I understand how difficult it is to 
estimate population sizes and trends, and changes in range, on which the status 
is based. We provide advice to federal and state governments on the support for 
our decisions relating to the status of birds. 
 
Secondly, during spring 2017 my family, house and garden in Armidale were 
progressively surrounded by and absorbed into a colony of Grey-headed Flying-
foxes (GHFF) and Little Red Flying-foxes (LRFF). By November there were 
c40,000 GHFF and 20,000 LRFF in the colony, and we had 2,000-3,000 flying-
foxes within 25m of our house. The impact on ourselves, and our neighbours, 
was appalling. This included fall of faeces and urine throughout the day, covering 
our house, deck, footpaths, driveway, garden, clothes and ourselves. The smell of 
faeces and pheromones was at times overpowering, and the noise especially at 4-
4.30 am when bats returned from foraging was awful. We were also aware of the 
risk of Lyssa virus from scratches or bites. There is also the likelihood of 
infection from other pathogens, directly or indirectly, from bat faeces. Numbers 
of bats declined rapidly after the end of December with only a few thousand from 
February to April.  
 
The flying-foxes showed a pattern typical of irruptive species of nectarivorous, 
frugivorous and seed-eating birds in Australia and in the Northern Hemisphere. 
These species move out of their “normal” range when food is scarce there and 
become common temporarily in sites further south or nearer the coast. These 
irruptions can range from biennially to once in several decades.  The flying-fox 
camp in Armidale was exceptional in that none had been observed in this site for 
at least 50 years, according to long-term residents, and also at 1030m it appears 
to be higher than all other known camps. We are of course hoping that they do 
not return for a similarly long period.  
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General comments on the status of the Grey-headed Flying-Fox in NSW (and 
Australia generally) 
 
The Grey-headed Flying-Fox has suffered a long-term decline in numbers and 
specifically an estimated decline in abundance of c30% over 10 years from 1989 
(566,000) to 1998-2001 (400,000), i. e. borderline IUCN Red List category A2a4. 
A major reason for this decline is that an estimated 100,000 GHFF were killed 
annually to protect crops from damage, an activity which is now restricted in 
both Queensland and NSW4. Counts at GHFF camps over the past few years 
suggest a total population of about 600,000, which appears to be stable5. The 
occurrence of large numbers of GHFF in a succession of towns along the Hunter 
Valley, then across the Great Dividing Range to Tamworth, Inverell and Barraba 
and finally Armidale, suggests an expansion of range and possible population 
increase. Many more years of data are needed to assess whether the species’ 
range or population has increased or decreased and I hope that federal and state 
threatened species committees will reassess the species status soon.  
 
A recent paper involving many experts on the conservation of mammals (and 
birds) does not include GHFF among the 40 most threatened taxa of mammals 
(and birds)6. Their risk of extinction in the next 20 years would be <1%.  
 
Vulnerable Australian terrestrial bird species and subspecies have estimated 
populations far below 600,000 (highest is 126,000)7. From available data I 
would regard GHFF as possibly Near Threatened or more likely Least Concern if 
it was a bird. I believe that the high level of restriction of activities to 
manage GHFF camps to alleviate their impact on people is excessive, 
unreasonable and disrespectful to those suffering adverse health outcomes 
(e. g. anxiety, depression, loss of sleep, risk of infectious disease) from 
close proximity to thousands of flying-foxes. 
 
Specific comments on the Code of Practice for the management of flying-fox 
camps near human settlements. 
 
Overall the CoP places great emphasis on the welfare of the flying-foxes. 
There appears to be little empathy with the human residents of flying-fox 
camps. The pendulum has swung far too far in favour of the bats rather 
than people and this needs to be corrected. 
 
Page 3. I am very disturbed that this CoP appears to talk only about FF 
management on public land, although it does say 3(1) “reduce the impacts of 
flying-fox camps on public land on nearby (sic) human settlements in a way that 
has minimal impact on biodiversity values.” What about camps on private land, 
especially residences that are within camps? Note also that the GHFF camp in 
Armidale had a substantial impact on biodiversity values. While flying-fox 
numbers were at their highest from late October to early January, small birds 
deserted the camp, only returning after most flying foxes had left (personal 
observations). Furthermore, native trees were defoliated and damaged by flying 
foxes and although they have partly recovered, much of the new foliage is from 
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epicormic buds. These trees have now been colonised by Noisy Miners, a 
despotic species that drives away most other bird species8.  
 
Page 5, 6(1). Rather than a camp manager, I would like to see a management 
group containing someone knowledgeable about flying foxes from OEH, a 
member of the local Council and a member of the affected residents. This should 
be set up within days of the arrival of a new or returning flying-fox camp. The 
management group should immediately consult affected or potentially affected 
residents and again whenever the size or location of the camp changes 
significantly. The response in Armidale was very slow, and Council had to be 
repeatedly asked by residents to move forward. It took 6 months from arrival of 
the bats to when residents saw a draft management plan. 
6(4). This is almost the only place where the impact on human residents is taken 
into account, though it is vague. The management group should authorise 
necessary management quickly and effectively. 
 
Pages 5-6, section 8.  Only action a) and possibly action e) might help residents. 
 
Page 6, 9(a). Provision of buffers between the camp and residents is a very 
important action, but it should be a minimum of 50m wide, and preferably 300m. 
9(c). The first sentence does not make sense. I would hope that the idea of 
moving flying-foxes elsewhere is to improve the welfare of affected residents.  
10(1). Add “or re-establishing” after “establishing”. 
 
Part 3. This section seems to ensure that any actions to improve the lives of 
affected humans are denied or delayed as long as possible. In fact, response 
to establishing of camps that include disturbance should be as rapid as 
possible. After all, the bats, including those that are pregnant or carrying 
small young, were able to fly into the colony. In Armidale, the flying-foxes 
had arrived at the cemetery a few days earlier and had been displaced by 
person or people unknown to Black Gully. 
 
Page 7, 12. Although the risk of contracting the Lyssa virus is low – 1-3%, the 
outcome, without immediate treatment, is death after a protracted and painful 
illness. Any land manager should therefore take this risk very seriously. I asked 
for appropriate signs to be placed at the path through Black Gully but Council did 
not respond.  
 
Page 8, 13. Not needed if OEH member of management team is knowledgeable 
about flying-foxes. 
 
In conclusion, the establishment of flying-foxes in residential areas keeps 
on happening. Each newly affected human community goes through the 
same process of asking for help, being ignored, told that nothing can be 
done and “educated” about flying-foxes. Finally, they may be given a plan, 
which eventually may be implemented, but will very likely only partially 
alleviate the impact. A rapid, effective and empathetic response to this 
problem must be developed. Unless it is, more and more people will 
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become less supportive of flying foxes, our native wildlife and conservation 
in general. 
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