
PROVIDING WATER
for koalas



Background

Koalas normally gain the majority of the water they need from 
the moisture in the leaves that they eat. However, when weather 
conditions are hot and dry, such as during heatwaves and 
droughts, koalas may benefit from supplemented free water. 

If you have koalas on your property, these guidelines will help you 
setup a tree accessible watering station for koalas. A tree watering 
station is preferred because koalas are arboreal animals (they live 
in trees) and because it will keep koalas safe from potential ground 
predators.

Choosing a tree

Koalas feed on a variety of leaves from the genus eucalyptus and 
they spend the majority of their time in these trees when they are 
active at night. Water should be provided in food trees (eucalyptus) 
to ensure koalas will easily find it. Within each territory, koalas will 
have their favourite trees. Although preferred tree species will vary 
depending on your location, favourite trees will be known by the 
keen observer because koalas will often be found sitting in them. 

Alternatively, preferred food trees can be identified by the high 
number of koala scats (poos!) on the ground (image 2), at the tree 
base. Koala scats are a similar size to that of brushtail possums so 
they can be easily confused, but there are subtle differences in 
shape. Koala scats are very fine textured, either rounded or pointed 
on the ends and thicker in the middle, while possum scats are more 
uniform along the length. 

Koala food trees that are far away (at least 300 metres) from 
existing water sources, such as rivers, dams and troughs, are ideal 
to set up your water station. Selected trees should be healthy and 
mature, with robust branches about 2 metres above ground level 
(image 1) and should not have any active ant nests present. Make 
sure the tree you choose is not near tied up dogs or other animals 
which may attack or scare koalas.

Creating your own koala water station

Water for koalas can be easily provided by mounting a plastic bowl 
(recommended minimum capacity of 3 litres) in the fork between 
two trunks or at the junction of a trunk and large branch, ideally at 
a 90° angle (image 4). The fork of the tree needs to be reasonably 
wide to allow the bowl to be positioned securely but also for the 
koala to access it comfortably (image 3). 

The bowl should not be too deep (koalas have a relatively flat face 
with short snouts), nor too shallow (or the water will not last very 
long). The bowl should be placed at least 2 metres above ground 
level, to avoid damage by domestic animals and restrict access to 
feral predators, and be mounted on the southern side of the tree to 
keep the water cool and lessen the impact of UV light on the bowl. 

2 metres
1

2



The bowl should rest against the tree, the branch providing a 
platform for the koala to ‘sit and sip’. If you are using nails, screws 
or bolts to attach the water bowl to the tree, keep these to a 
minimum to avoid damaging the tree and make sure you DO NOT 
use copper, as this will kill the tree. 

Maintaining your water station

You can fill your koala water station using drinking water for 
human consumption, bore water or rainwater. Dam water is often 
unsuitable as it is prone to generate algae. Please be aware that 
bore water with high calcium and magnesium salts can cause 
similar problems. 

Water persistence at the water station depends on the weather 
(evaporation) and on animal use. The hotter and the more animals 
that use the station, the quicker the water will run out. For this 
reason, the bowl should be periodically re-filled to ensure that 
water is always present. 

Please note that water may run out daily in summer unless a 
small commercially available gravity-fed automatic refilling bowl 
(e.g. Bainbridge) is used and connected to a tank or to a water 
reticulation system. 

Keeping your water station clean 

The water offered to koalas should be clean at all times. There 
is currently no information about how water quality affects use 
by koalas, but animals are usually more inclined to drink clean 
water, therefore the bowl should be cleaned regularly to avoid 
contaminants and the risk of disease transfer between and within 
animal species. 

Water will become dirty at a variable rate depending on the 
weather, on the frequency of use and on the number of species 
using it. A thorough clean is recommended at least once a week 
and should involve removal of any solids and brushing off slime/
algae around the bowl. Do NOT use disinfectant or other chemical 
product (including NO algaecide), as these could harm animals. A 
spatula might be required to scrape the calcium, magnesium and/
or algal cement off the bowl. 

Similar to free water that is present in the environment, pathogenic 
organisms that might cause respiratory and flu-like symptoms in 
humans, as well as diarrhoea and enteritis, might be present at the 
water stations, and therefore suitable hygienic precautions should 
be taken to avoid the risk. Before cleaning your water station, 
wear a P2 mask, gloves and wash your hands with soap and warm 
water after completion. If you feel unwell after cleaning your water 
station, please see a doctor immediately.
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Not only koalas 

Water stations will attract a variety of different species both during 
the day and night, including birds, bees and other native animals like 
gliders and possums (image 6). 

For this reason, the bowl will need to feature an escape route for 
small animals, which might accidentally fall in the water and drown. 
This is easily achievable using netting, gauzes (image 7) or a chain 
securely attached to the side of the bowl which small animals can 
use to climb out of the water.

Ready when you are

Congratulations for having the commitment and enthusiasm to help 
the endangered koala to survive in this age of climate change. Please 
remember that it might take some time (days to months) before 
koalas start using your water station. You can look for evidence of 
koalas using your water station by checking for scats or by setting up 
a motion sensor camera.

If you are unable to set up a permanent watering station in a tree, 
providing water during hot weather at the base of a tree where you 
have seen a koala will still be beneficial.

North West Local Land Services 
35-37 Abbott Street 
Gunnedah NSW 2380 
T: 6742 9220 
www.northwest.lls.nsw.gov.au

For more information contact

University of Sydney 
Dr Valentina Mella
valentina.mella@sydney.edu.au
www.koalahealthhub.org.au
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This publication is supported by North West Local Land Services through funding 
from Catchment Action NSW in partnership with the University of Sydney.   

These guidelines would not be possible without the efforts of Gunnedah farmer 
and inventor Robert Frend who saw the need for providing water to koalas in 
a changing climate. Mr. Frend, along with University of Sydney’s Dr Valentina 
Mella, have been researching koala drinking behaviour on a Gunnedah property 
since 2015 and the guidelines have been developed using these results. 

Disclaimer: These guidelines for setting up koala water stations have been developed by the University of Sydney for use primarily by land managers. While we take all reasonable 
care in the preparation of the written guidelines and we try to ensure that they are of assistance, the guidelines in no way constitute the provision of professional advice. We do not 
warrant or represent that the guidelines are suitable for every circumstance or free from errors or omissions. The guidelines are intended to be informational in nature and a general 
guide for the user and in every instance, the user should exercise their own judgment and skill in determining the suitability of the guidelines for use in installation of a specific water 
station having regard the particular circumstances. The guidelines do not indicate an exclusive course of action or serve as a standard and the user should undertake such variations 
as he/she deems necessary, having regard to the specific circumstances. At all times the user is responsible for taking all reasonable precautions for safeguarding their own safety 
and the safety of others around them when conducting an installation. The University of Sydney does not accept any liability whatsoever arising from or connected to the use of the 
guidelines and all express or implied guarantees, warranties and representations are expressly excluded.

© State of New South Wales through Local Land Services 2018. The information contained in this publication is based on knowledge and understanding at the time of writing 
October 2018. However, because of advances in knowledge, users are reminded of the need to ensure that the information upon which they rely is up to date and to check the 
currency of the information with the appropriate officer of Local Land Services or the user’s independent adviser. For updates go to www.lls.nsw.gov.au
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