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Most wildlife volunteers would agree that the 
summer of 2019/20 was the worst they have 
ever experienced.  

Thanks to grant funding from the Australian Government and 
support from the NSW Government through it’s Environmental 
Trust and hundreds of individual and corporate donations, the 
Wildlife Heroes Emergency Fund provided 87 grants worth a 
total of  $495,171 to wildlife carers and shelters in New South 
Wales, Victoria, Queensland and South Australia. 

This report provides a snapshot of the Wildlife Heroes program 
immediate response to the bushfires and the efforts of 
thousands of wildlife volunteers, everyday people who gave 
up their summer to search, rescue and care for native animals 
in horrendous conditions. It also recognises the overwhelming 
empathy and generosity of our donors and partners.    

Please continue to help us honour and support Australia’s 
15,000+ Wildlife Heroes.

 
 
Ian Darbyshire 
Chief Executive Officer 
Foundation for National Parks & Wildlife
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More than 1 billion animals have died in 
Australia’s bushfires so far this fire season.

Wildlife Heroes immediate response

When the Foundation for 
National Parks & Wildlife 
(FNPW) launched the Wildlife 
Heroes project in October 
2019, the Wildlife Heroes 
Emergency Fund contained 
$35,000 in readiness for any 
summer wildlife emergencies 
in New South Wales.

Within days of launching 
Wildlife Heroes, the fires 
started. They were still burning 
almost five months later, killing 
more than a billion native 
animals and destroying an 
estimated 12 million hectares 
of wildlife habitat.

The Wildlife Heroes project 
acknowledges the work of wildlife 
volunteers as first responders 
in emergency situations. With 
skills, experience and dedication 
comparable to volunteer 
firefighters or surf lifesavers; they 
work around the clock answering 
hotlines, attending emergencies 
and rehabilitating sick, injured 
and orphaned animals. 

Funds from the Wildlife Heroes 
Emergency Fund helped 
volunteers to buy PPE, fuel 
vouchers, animal food and 
formula - expenses that would 
normally be paid for with their 
own money.

FNPW was the first charity 
to open grants to wildlife 
volunteers affected by the fires. 
Our team worked closely with 
rescuers, carers and shelters to 
make the application process 
quick and easy, and to ensure 
that funds were approved 
within days of applications 
being received.

As we move into the recovery 
phase we continue to ask 
wildlife volunteers what they 
need, acknowledging that 
rebuilding and recovery could 
take years. 

$185,000
for national wildlife 

volunteer mental 
health resources 

5,000
visitors per day to  

backyardbuddies.org.au  
in January 2020

$495,171
allocated as 

87 grants

1 billion +
animals lost and more 

than 12 million hectares 
of wildlife habitat burnt
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Flash was rescued from the fire ground at 
Hillville in November 2019. He arrived at the 
home of Julie from Port Stephens Koalas, burnt, 
lethargic and emaciated from hunger. 

Julie spent weeks applying burn cream to Flash’s 
wounds, stretching and massaging his fingers 
to expand the ligaments that contracted due to 
burns. She established a bond of trust with Flash 
that helped reduce his stress and made painful 
treatment easier.

“I feel the pressure of caring for the surviving 
victim that was badly burnt. As ever I constantly 
draw from my fellow home carers who also 
specialise in intensive care and our wonderful 
vet to make sure I’m doing everything I can to 
ensure his survival.”

We have struggled for years 
raising money with raffles, 
trivia nights and general 

begging and it’s a wonderful 
feeling to know we won’t 
have to do this for a while.

NSW
Ashy the swamp wallaby (pictured left) was a 
lucky survivor of the recent Wallabi Point fires 
on the NSW north coast. One of Ashy’s ears 
was badly burned but has healed well under 
the care of FAWNA NSW carer Megan. 

“In December 2019 the Gospers Mountain 
megafire tore through the town of Clarence. 
There was not a leaf left unburnt in the town. 
All homes were saved but no bushland 
or greenery survived. Almost all arboreal 
animals were decimated by the crown fire. 
It was assumed the only wildlife to survive 
were the kangaroos and wallabies that had 
managed to escape to safety. Most of these 
surviving animals had burnt feet and tails.” 
WIRES Clarence Valley

Koalas can only be successfully released back to the area 
where they were found. They have distinct food preferences 

based on the variety of eucalypts in their home region. Koalas in care need 
to be offered a variety of leaves in the hope that they find one that they like. 

Koalas from bushfire affected regions will need to be cared 
for until their habitat starts to grow back 

 – usually around six months.

On Boxing Day 2019, a call came through to 
WIRES rescue office of a burnt possum in Clarence. 
The possum (pictured right) had been 20 feet up 
a tree for a few days and had been presumed 
dead as it had not moved. The possum dragged 
itself down the tree and went and sat at the front 
door of a residence of Clarence. WIRES volunteers 
attended to rescue the animal. It was an adult 
female brushtail with severe burns to all four feet, 
both ears and her face.

Stories from the frontline
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“I have never seen anything like this in my life, 
the amount of dead animals on the side of the 
road had to be seen to be believed. The image 
will stay with me forever. I don’t know how 
our wildlife can recover from this. This funding 
allowed us to purchase fuel vouchers and PPE 
to protect the wildlife in our Shelter and help 
others when the fires came to their sites” 
Scott, Red Box Wildlife Shelter.

“I would like to thank Wildlife Heroes from the 
bottom of my heart. The grants that they have 
given to shelters for the fires has been life saving.”  
Colleen, Wildlife Shelter, Bass Coast & 
Phillip Island. 

Most Australian wildlife 
rescue and care is 

done by hardworking 
volunteers.

SOUTH AUSTRALIA
“Bushfire brings its own kind of war. It attacks 
us as a community, and we resist it, fight it and 
contain it together. Individuals extend themselves 
into this community spirit to achieve containment 
of the threat – including the diverse wider tasks 
beyond putting wet stuff on the red stuff.

The photo below is by Dominic Beaton of RSPCA 
SA. It shows the SAVEM Air Shelter field hospital 
at Parndana, during the Ravine fire of early 2020 
on Kangaroo Island. The patient is the unnamed 
koala, one of hundreds of these in amongst the 
thousands of livestock, wildlife and companion 
animals impacted. Our humanity is reflected in 
the ways we care for other sentient beings we 
share the planet with.

In their red overalls, SAVEM volunteer veterinarian 
Peter and biologist Sue, members of the 
successive teams who went to fireground over the 
agency’s 34 day deployment, were joined in the 
hospital and in fireground assessment field teams 
triaging animals to the hospital, by the other 
agencies visible here – Joint Task Force, ZoosSA, 
RSPCA SA and the Island’s veterinary clinic.” 
Emilis Prelgauskas, South Australian Veterinary 
Emergency Management Inc. (SAVEM).

QUEENSLAND
“For over 30 years Kerry and Ross cared for 
injured and orphaned wildlife in the greater 
Brisbane region and used their own funds to 
do so. The bushfire crisis and the devastation it 
unleashed brought the essential role of wildlife 
carers to the community’s attention. After 
battling so long on their own, the spotlight 
has shone on Kerry and Ross and they are 
finally recognised for the great work that 
they have done over many years.”   
David, Kerry’s Wildlife Rescue & Care.

VICTORIA
“Calls were coming in constantly, ‘I have hit 
a wombat, kangaroo, wallaby, possum. I was 
going slow. I couldn’t see them in the smoke’.

Our Shelter assisted locally as well as fielding 
calls requesting help from the bushfire areas.

As well as caring for our local wildlife the 
Shelter volunteers set up many feed and 
water stations for starving wildlife.”   
Pam, Wyhurri Wildlife Shelter.



8 9 Wildlife Heroes Emergency Response Report 2019/20  Wildlife Heroes Emergency Response Report 2019/20  

Caring for Carers 
1. Podcast

Wildlife Heroes teamed up with podcast 
producer Gretchen Miller, wildlife carers 
and mental health experts to create a 
five part podcast series that explores the 
following topics:   

• Climate Change – the grief we feel

• Personal Wellbeing – looking after yourself 
in order to better look after others

• Community Conflict

• Catastrophic Events

• Supporting Others – looking after our 
carer friends

2. Mental health resources

Wildlife Heroes partnered with charity Two 
Green Threads to develop a package of 
online mental health guides and resources 
‘to empower and energise the lives of 
those that care for wildlife’. The package 
was developed in response to both the 
recent summer wildlife emergencies and the 
increasing incidence of compassion fatigue 
and trauma observed in wildlife carers.

Further information and resources 
are available on the Wildlife 
Heroes website:
www.wildlifeheroes.org.au 

They include:

A. Printable, practical guides to draw 
on and develop skills to enable us to 
continue on in the face of hardship. 

Topics covered in the guides:

1. Managing emotional distress

2. Importance of social connections

3. Helpful thinking

4. Problem solving

5. Taking time for pleasurable activities

B. Where to get mental health support: 

An easy to use list of options to find the 
right mental health support services in 
person, online or by phone.

C. The Take Care to Give Care Guide: 

The Take Care to Give Care guide provides 
suggestions for managing the challenges 
that might arise for wildlife volunteers 
particularly following a large-scale natural 
disaster like bushfire, severe drought, 
flood or cyclone. It offers information 
and prompts to help wildlife volunteers 
balance their care of wildlife with care 
for themselves.

www.twogreenthreads.org 

Wildlife carers are a strategic national asset,  
and they need to be acknowledged and supported if their  
health and the public service they provide is not to be compromised.
Englefield et al., 2018. A review of roadkill rescue: who cares for the mental,  
physical and financial welfare of Australian wildlife carers?

Two Green Threads 
founder Suzy Nethercott-Watson says, 
“wildlife care makes huge demands on 
people’s mental and physical resources. 
Carers need to replenish their reserves 

and build mental fitness to avoid 
burnout or dropout.”
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Public support for wildlife and 
wildlife volunteers

A survey of 900 callers to rescue wildlife hotlines 
to measure public engagement post fires asked, 
‘Has your view on the importance of wildlife 
rescue services changed as a result of the recent 
bushfire crisis?’ 

Debrief and feedback workshops were held with 
the NSW Wildlife Heroes Steering Committee and 
a new national group of state government wildlife 
rehabilitation representatives. 

Wildlife Heroes thanks the people and organisations 
that provided support for our emergency response 
program including representatives from:

NSW National Parks & Wildlife Service

SA Parks and Regions, Department of 
Environment & Water

WA Parks and Wildlife Service, Department of 
Biodiversity, Conservation & Attractions

VIC Environment & Climate Change, Department 
of Environment, Land, Water and Planning

QLD QPWS & Partnerships, Department of 
Environment and Science

We look forward to further collaboration to support 
wildlife rehabilitation across Australia.

Wildlife Heroes response to date

• Wildlife Heroes Emergency Fund grants 
delivered in NSW, VIC, SA, QLD and ACT.

• Wildlife Heroes website created  
wildlifeheroes.org.au

• Sharing stories from the frontline  
wildlifeheroes.org.au/stories

• Development of Caring for Carers mental 
health resources

Coming soon

• Wildlife Heroes First Aid Guide: information 
to assist members of the public who find 
injured wildlife

• Wildlife Heroes Asset Fund grants: funding for 
replacement of fire damaged durable assets 
and facilities, or establishment of assets that will 
improve/increase emergency response capacity

• Wildlife Friendly Vets program: helping vets to 
support treatment of wildlife and cooperation 
with wildlife volunteers

The road to recovery
The summer emergency had a profound effect on 
the needs of the wildlife rescue and rehabilitation 
sector. Wildlife Heroes expanded its audience from 
5,000 New South Wales volunteers to more than 
15,000 across Australia in January 2020, thanks to 
funding from the Australian Government.

Applicants for the Wildlife Heroes Emergency Fund 
grants were asked about their future needs for 
emergency response and readiness. The resulting 
recommendations about how wildlife groups 
can prepare for future emergencies included 
implementation of:

• National wildlife emergency communication and 
media plan

• Emergency operational training for wildlife carers

• Centralised systems for triage and treatment 
of injured wildlife

• Investment in wildlife training for veterinary staff

Through the generous support of the Commonwealth Government, we were able 
to extend the Wildlife Heroes Emergency Response program nationally, offering 
grants and resources to wildlife volunteers Australia wide who responded to 
emergencies resulting from the horrific summer of fires.

Public support for wildlife and wildlife volunteers
Has your view on the importance of wildlife rescue services changed as a result of the recent bush�re crisis?
# Field Choice Count
1 I value wildlife rescue more now 42.48% 305
3 I feel the same way about wildlife rescue 57.52% 413
4 Wildlife rescue is less important to me now 0.00% 0
   718

42.48%

57.52%

I value wildlife rescue more now 305
I feel the same way about wildlife rescue 413
Wildlife rescue is less important to me now 0

Our humanity is reflected in 
the ways we care for other 

sentient beings we share 
the planet with.
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Wildlife Heroes 
Please contact us by visiting our website 
www.wildlifeheroes.org.au

Supported by

Wildlife Heroes
Caring for our Backyard Buddies

The Wildlife Heroes National Bushfire 
Emergency Response is supported by the 
Australian Government’s Wildlife Rescue 

and Rehabilitation initiative.

The Wildlife Heroes project has 
been funded for three years by 

the New South Wales Government 
through its Environmental Trust.

Please support 
Wildlife Heroes by 
donating generously. 

Volunteer wildlife 
groups across Australia 

still need our help!


