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She used to look after adults with disabilities, 
but now Susie Pulis has become a modern 
day Florence Nightingale to the wildlife of 
Raymond Island. 

Separated from the mainland and accessible 
only by car ferry from Paynesville, Raymond 
Island is inhabited by an abundance of 
native Australian species including koalas, 
kangaroos, echidnas, possums, wombats, 
snakes, lizards and birdlife. 

Together with her partner Stephen, Susie 
provides a sanctuary for sick and injured 
animals from their home on the the island. 
The couple established the Raymond Island 
Koala & Wildlife Shelter in January 2013 on a 
shoestring budget, with the aim of providing 
compassionate medical care and rehabilitation 
for animals in need.

“Our first enclosures were purchased with a 
credit card,” Susie recalls.

“We often have to improvise. Our bathroom 
has been used as an intensive care ward, with 
animals on an IV drip in there.”

As a not-for-profit organisation, the shelter 
relies entirely on donated money to fund its 
costs.Veterinary expenses along with basic 
supplies such as medicines, bandages, 
antiseptic and wildlife milk power amount to in 
excess of six thousand dollars per year alone.

“The shelter is run by a team of volunteers and 
registered Wildlife Carers. We try to do at least 
three fundraising events a year to cover our 
veterinary costs and other expenses,” Susie 
says.

A recent Dance Night at the Paynesville Yacht 
Club was a great success, raising more than 
$3,000. Every donation or sponsorship helps.

“We do receive regular assistance from the 
Main Street Veterinary Practice in Bairnsdale, 
which provides us with free consulations.  
Also, Ritchies IGA in Paynesville has always 
provided us with free goods for our fundraising 
events, but essentially we rely on the support 
of donated money to maintain the day-to-day 
operation,” Susie notes. 

She and Stephen have dedicated themselves 
to being full-time voluntary wildlife carers in 

conjunction with their role as parents. They 
have made a considerable financial sacrifice 
in doing so, but it is a price that their family 
has been willing to pay for the satisfaction that 
comes with helping to make a differerence. 

“As a kid I wanted to be a Park Ranger, so 
this is in keeping with that childhood dream,” 
Susie says.

To establish the Shelter, Susie first had to 
become a registered wildlife carer through 
the Department of Environment and Primary 
Industries and to work under the supervision 
of another registered Shelter. 

Susie reveals that since opening the Shelter, 
demand has grown to a level where it is 
now severely testing the limit of their current 
facilities. 

“We will be at full capacity soon and not have 
room to house all the animals,” Susie says.

“We have plans to expand, but it is always 
dependent on having the necessary funds. At 
the top of our wish-list is to build a treatment 
room facility on the premises, so we don’t 
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have to travel to the vet every time. We also 
need more enclosures and another couple of 
outdoor pens.”

Susie also harbours a desire to establish an 
educational facility as a base from which to 
conduct tours for the public to see local koalas 
in the wild. Her nearest neighbour Ross Heath 
has generously offered part of his land to use 
for this purpose and to build the outdoor areas 
for the facility at his own cost. 

Heath already assists Susie by providing 
areas for her revegetation plantations, another 
project for which she has a deep passion. With 
food for koalas in critical shortage on Raymond 
Island, it is necessary to grow plantations to 
provide a future food source. Susie regularly 
collects seed from island trees and does all her 
propagation.

But it is tending to the local wildlife that forms 
the main mission of the Shelter. Sick, injured, 
distressed or orphaned koalas and kangaroos 
are the two main animals that come into Susie 
and Stephen’s care, primarily via contact from 
Raymond Island residents who find them. 

“My phone rings at all times, day and night. 
We are also on the register of Wildlife Victoria 
and can get a call from them from anywhere 
within a one hundred kilometre radius,” Susie 
explains.

Last year, Susie and Stephen received 76 
animals at the Shelter. Of those, 52 were koalas 
and given the serious nature of their illness or 
injuries, sadly 37 did not survive. To date, the 
patient that has been closest to Susie’s heart 
was a koala they dubbed Tim, who was the 
victim of a dog attack in March this year.

“Tim was a real success story. He shouldn’t 
have survived, but he did,” Susie says.

“He suffered horrendous injuries from a 
Rottweiler, including a big puncture wound 
right through the top of his skull. The skin 
healed over, but he was left permanently with 
a hole in his skull.”

Tim stayed in Susie and Stephen’s care at the 
shelter for around 45 days.

“He was an absolute fighter and made a really 
good recovery. At first, Tim would growl when 

we tried to handle him, but after his treatment 
he turned into this soft teddy bear. I shed a 
tear on the day we released him. It was so 
emotional. When I said goodbye to him, he 
put his head out and gave me a kiss,” Susie 
remembers fondly with a smile.

At present, a nineteen-month-old male Eastern 
Grey kangaroo named Ali has the run of Susie 
and Stephen’s house, as he continues his 
lengthy recuperation from the distress of being 
separated from his mother as a young joey.

“Ali is currently in the process of being soft 
released. He still spends nights inside but 
free to come and go as he pleases. There is 
a big mob of kangaroos here and he is slowly 
starting to take interest in them.”

Both Susie and Stephen are long time 
residents of Raymond Island and share a 
passion for wildlife and the environment. Home 
is a secluded 5 acre property on the far side of 
the island.

It was Stephen who introduced Susie to 
Raymond Island after they met. He has lived 
on the island for almost 20 years, which is 
twice as long as Susie. Stephen grew up in 
the Latrobe Valley, but used to travel to the 
Gippsland Lakes for holidays when he was 
younger. He spent seven years in Queensland, 
but the road eventually led him to Raymond 
Island.

“I always wanted the perfect spot and we’ve 
found it here,” Stephen comments.

Susie was originally from Melbourne, but 
moved to Goon Nure near Bairnsdale before 
joining Stephen on Raymond Island in 2004. 

Raymond Island is 6.4 kilometres long and 
1.9 kilometres wide, covering an area of 770 
hectares. Koalas have inhabited the island 
since being introduced in 1953, when 32 
were translocated from Phillip Island. The 
most recent koala count on the island in 2013 
numbered 305, indicating an upward trend. On 
current figures, the resident koala population 
on Raymond Island amounts to more than half 
the local human population.

Koalas eat between 500 to 1000 grams of 
leaves per day. The tree species that provide 
their preferred habitat on Raymond Island are 



the Coastal Manna Gum, Forest Red Gum and 
Gippsland Red Gum. With such large koala 
numbers on a small island, the impacts on the 
local habitat are becoming more pronounced. 
In turn, koalas are commonly suffering from 
starvation and disease through a shortage of 
suitable trees which provide their food supply.

“The island cannot continue to sustain the 
koala population at this level. The number 
should be far less, ideally around fifty, which 
would be better for the koalas and the trees,” 
Susie asserts.

Crucial to monitoring the koala population on 
Raymond Island is the annual management 
program conducted by the Department 
of Environment and Primary Industries in 
conjunction with Parks Victoria and with added 
assistance from a squad of volunteers.

During this program, koalas are captured, 
tagged and given health checks. Vasectomies 
are performed on males and hormone implants 
on females to control the growing population. 
Last year 17 koalas were translocated to the 
mainland through the duration of the program.

According to Susie and Stephen, there 
has been considerable change to the local 
environment on Raymond Island since the 
Black Saturday fires caused a shift in attitudes 
and alteration of several regulations throughout 
Gippsland. 

“The habitat on the island was once protected 
prior to Black Saturday, but now the amount 
of clear felling has become considerable. This 
then puts more pressure on the remaining 
trees. Koalas are displaced straight away, 
rather than by a managed process,” Susie 
says.

“Trees also provide habitat for other wildlife 
and birds, so it’s a delicate balancing act. We 
are concerned about the future and so making 
sure that people understand these issues 
through education and awareness is a big part 
of what we’re about.”
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Donations to the Raymond Island Koala 
and Wildlife Shelter are welcomed from 
individuals and businesses at any time.

To date, the Shelter has received no 
corporate sponsorship support.

Online donations can be made via the 
Shelter’s new website at

www.koalashelter.org
As a registered not-for-profit organisation, 
all donations to the Raymond Island Koala 

and Wildlife Shelter are tax deductible.

The revamped website includes news, 
reports and feature stories on the animals. 

You can also keep in touch via the 
Raymond Island Koala and Wildlife Shelter 

Facebook page.

Another way to help is if you have any 
land spare and would like to plant trees to 

create a future food source for koalas.
If you can assist in this way, or alternatively 
if you already have mature Eucalyptus trees 
available on your property that Susie and 
Stephen can collect browse off, please 

contact the Shelter. 

“Red Gums and Manna are the main 
species we use. We are happy to identify 
species if people are unsure what they 

have,” Susie says.

your support
Lending
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