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INTRODUCTION
Kosciuszko National Park is part of the Snowy 
Mountains region of New South Wales, established 
as a protected area preserved in the public interest. 
It is an area of scientific uniqueness, with diverse 
native flora and fauna rich with endemic species, 
and distinctive geology and hydrology. It is an area 
of active research in geology, hydrology, climate 
science, ecology and other disciplines.1 

The Australian Academy of Science hosted Feral 
Horse Impacts: The Kosciuszko Science Conference 
in 2018 to showcase and communicate the science 
of feral horse impacts in Kosciuszko National Park.2 
The conference was a response to the New South 
Wales Kosciuszko Wild Horse Heritage Act 2018, 
which downgraded the scientific advice mechanisms 
and established a new Community Advisory Panel 
that did not require scientific representation as part of 
its legislated membership. 

The Kosciuszko Science Conference, and the special 
edition of the scientific journal Ecological Management 
and Restoration published in parallel,3,4 established 
that feral horses have substantial impacts on the 
environmental values of Kosciuszko National Park, 
including its unique landscape, vegetation, fauna, soils 
and hydrology. These impacts have led the Academy 
to support a policy position of removing horses from 
Kosciuszko National Park.5,6 However, supporters of 
the Kosciuszko Wild Horse Heritage Act 2018 argue 
that the cultural significance of these horses are 
integral to the heritage values of the National Park.7,8 

This evidence brief summarises research on Kosciuszko 
National Park since 2018 and developments in science 
policy. Social and political developments are also 
discussed briefly to provide context. 

The issues raised in 2018 with feral horses in the 
national parks are still present. Management strategies 
have been insufficient in alleviating the impacts of 
feral horses. The vulnerability of Kosciuszko National 
Park to feral horse impacts was exacerbated by the 
extreme bushfires of the 2019–20 season, which 
burned a large proportion of the park. Horse removals 
are very slow compared with the rate of population 
increase, so the extent of impact continues to grow.

NEW SOUTH WALES NATIONAL 
PARKS MANAGEMENT
The Kosciuszko National Park draft wild horse 
heritage management plan (the draft management 
plan) was released by the NSW Department of 
Planning, Industry and Environment on 1 October 
2021 for a one-month consultation period.9 Released 
at the same time were the reports of the Scientific 
Advisory Panel10 and Community Advisory Panel,11 
and the Aboriginal cultural values report.12 The draft 
management plan recognises the need to protect 
the environmental values of the national park, citing 
scientific evidence that ‘shows that the distribution 
and abundance of wild horses in the park is causing 
significant negative impact on the environmental 
values of the park’. The draft management plan 
establishes three management zones in Kosciuszko 
National Park: wild horse prevention areas, where 
no horses currently exist and from which horses are 
to be excluded; wild horse removal areas, where 
horses are present and from which horses are to 
be removed; and wild horse retention areas, where 
horses are present and in which horse populations 
are to be reduced to manageable levels (around 
3,000 head). The draft management plan discusses 
capture and control methods available for use 
in the park. 

Horses on Currango Plain, immediately after the December 2020 bushfires. 
CREDIT: PHOTO BY ALEX BONAZZI, USED WITH PERMISSION FROM INVASIVE SPECIES COUNCIL.
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The final report of the Scientific Advisory Panel,10 
while acknowledging the impacts of the feral horses 
on the environmental and scientific values of the park, 
acknowledges that ‘precise quantitative relationships 
between horse density and negative impact are not 
fully understood’. For this reason, a target population 
size is not recommended in the Scientific Advisory 
Panel report, which instead recommends an adaptive 
management strategy of ‘continual monitoring of 
performance against objectives and adjustment of 
actions depending on feedback from monitoring’. The 
Scientific Advisory Panel recommends systematically 
planned management with specific, evidence-
based targets. Crucially, the panel recommends 
active, frequent and ongoing monitoring of horse 
populations, environmental impacts and Aboriginal 
heritage sites, while the draft management plan 
requires only that the June 2027 review of the 
plan should ‘take into account any monitoring and 
research data that is available at that time’.

CURRENT RESEARCH

Horse numbers
A recent (2019) report on horse numbers in the 
Australian Alps found an increase from around 3,000 
in the North Kosciuszko area in 2014 to around 
16,000 in 2019.13 These numbers are estimates, 
and precision is difficult given the nature of the 
surveys and the wide area. 

While the Scientific Advisory Panel endorsed the 
methodology of these surveys, it recommended 
against basing environmental management 
decisions on park-wide population estimates. 
Rather, it recommended environmental impact 
monitoring, coupled with more precise, smaller 
scale surveys, as this would provide more reliable 
data about the relationship between horse density 
and environmental impact. This relationship will be 

different for the varied ecosystems within the park, 
and may change with time and conditions. Moreover, 
it is likely that some ecosystems will suffer damage 
even at small horse populations. 

An additional survey on horse numbers in Kosciuszko 
National Park in 2020 – after the bushfires – provided 
an estimated population of around 14,400 horses 
in the park.14 

Horse impacts
A recent meta-analysis shows feral horse activity 
reduces environmental quality in ecosystems 
globally.15 The study shows that after accounting 
for other factors, wild horses negatively affect the 
ecosystem values of the natural places they inhabit. 

Recent studies have also demonstrated that feral 
horses increase suspended sediment in subalpine 
streams,16 and that feral horses act as reservoirs for 
disease, with Clostridioides difficile17 and Strongylus 
vulgaris18 detected in wild horse faeces. 

Fire impacts
The 2019–20 Australian megafires impacted fauna 
habitat in much of southern and eastern Australia,19 
including Kosciuszko National Park.20 There were 
huge impacts on native plants,21 invertebrates,22 
vertebrates23 and ecosystems.24 

An analysis of the area burned with respect to feral 
horse ranges showed that areas with high horse 
populations were not burned heavily or at all, suggesting 
that the fires are unlikely to have substantially reduced 
horse numbers.20 Unburned areas are now the chief 
source of food and shelter for surviving native wildlife, 
with feral horse populations likely to exacerbate the 
impacts of the bushfires in both burned and unburned 
areas by impairing natural regeneration. 

Carrolls Creek, in the northern section of Kosciuszko National Park, where high 
horse activity has severely degraded the streambank with high levels of erosion. 
CREDIT: PHOTO BY ZAC WALKER
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Analyses by species
Some analyses of horse impacts relate to individual 
species. The following recent analyses have 
been identified. 

A study using horse exclusion areas to determine the 
impacts of feral horses on the habitat of the critically 
endangered corroboree frog (Pseudophryne pengilleyi) 
found that horses severely compacted pool-edge litter 
at the edge of corroboree frog habitats. This likely 
reduced the availability and quality of breeding sites.25 

Feral horse activity is known to impact the range 
and habitat of the vulnerable broad-toothed rat 
(Mastacomys fuscus).26 This species’ range has also 
been affected by severe fire and by frequently recurring 
fire. Each of these factors operates independently, 
but the cumulative impact on the broad-toothed rat 
is likely to be severe. With grazing by horses likely to 
slow or prevent recovery of dense grass tussocks after 
fire, the overall outlook is for ongoing population loss, 
reductions in population size and isolation of remaining 
populations (D. Driscoll, pers. comm.). 

The critically endangered fish, the stocky galaxias 
(Galaxias tantangara), had more than half its range 
burned in January 2020. Fire severity was variable, 
and impacts on the species were not catastrophic, 
although as a precaution an off-site population has 
been established.27,28 The construction by NSW 
National Parks and Wildlife Service of two horse 
exclusion fences, initially scheduled for early 2020 
to protect approximately 720m of the most vulnerable 
horse-impacted stream habitat, was delayed due 
to the fires but was completed in late March 2021 
(M. Lintermans, pers. comm.). 

Assessment of the impacts of the 2020 bushfires on 
the threatened Rieks spiny crayfish (Euastacus rieki) in 
northern Kosciuszko National Park noted the significant 
impact that horse trampling was having on stream 
edges and burrows (M. Lintermans, pers. comm.).

Economic benefits
An economic analysis by Frontier Economics found the 
economic benefits of feral horse control in Kosciuszko 
National Park would be significant – from $19 million 
to $50 million per year. Benefits would be generated 
from improved recreation and use of the park, 
improvements to river environments and water quality, 
and reduced vehicle crashes involving horses.29 

Legal developments
In 2020, Judge O’Bryan of the Federal Court of 
Australia heard a case brought by the Australian 
Brumbies Alliance (ABA), concerning the heritage 
values of the horses in the Bogong High Plains and 
Eastern Alps within Alpine National Park in Victoria.7 

The respondent, Parks Victoria, proposed to trap and 
remove feral horses from these regions, as set out in 
Protection of the Alpine National Park: Feral Horse 
Strategic Action Plan 2018–2021.30 Alpine National 
Park is part of the Australian Alps National Parks that 
are National Heritage Listed under the Environment 
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 
(EPBC Act). The EPBC Act also obliges the Australian 
Government under Article 8 of the Convention on 
Biological Diversity to protect biodiversity in an area 
that is listed. The ABA contended that Parks Victoria 
had an obligation to seek approval of the Federal 
Minister to remove the horses, citing the genetic 
biodiversity of the horses and their cultural values.

Judge O’Bryan found against the ABA and 
dismissed the case.

Judge O’Bryan considered the scientific and cultural 
values of the national park, whether removing the 
horses would be likely to have a significant impact on 
the national heritage values of the Australian Alps, 
and whether Park Victoria’s action would be allowable 
under the Convention on Biological Diversity. The 
judge found that the cultural values did not stand 
alone in reference to Australia’s obligations under the 
convention. He found that biological diversity itself has 
cultural and aesthetic value, and it is this quality that is 
protected under the convention. The convention is not 
concerned with conservation of cultural or social values 
per se but as an intrinsic part of obligations to protect 
ecosystems, habitats and species, and communities. 

In considering the science, Judge O’Bryan found 
that the ABA did not establish that there are unique 
genetic features in the populations of brumbies on 
the Bogong High Plains, and that the arguments 
they presented ‘do not rise above conjecture’. 
The evidence from the ABA's expert witness on 
the impacts of  horses in the national park ‘was 
not supported by scientific studies and was not 
persuasive’; his opinions were ‘idiosyncratic and relied 
on conjecture’. In contrast, Park Victoria’s expert 
witnesses’ report was highly influential in Judge 
O’Bryan’s thinking, as was the depth and quality of 
the science it reflected and relied on. 

CONCLUSION
Between the ongoing impacts of feral horses and 
the impacts of the 2019–20 bushfires, it is likely 
that the condition of Kosciuszko National Park has 
deteriorated from the state it was in at the time 
of the Kosciuszko Science Conference in 2018. 
Critical decisions, such as those taken by the recently 
released management plan, will prove significant for 
the ongoing care of Kosciuszko National Park.
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