
 

Australian-first 'hospital' burrow a design-
led solution to saving wombats from
extinction
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Bare-nosed wombats Veg and her joey VB at the Sleepy Burrows Wombat
Sanctuary. Credit: Sleepy Burrows Wombat Sanctuary
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Marcus Foth, Professor of Urban Informatics at the QUT Design Lab, is
leading the research and evaluation of an Australian-first quarantine
hospital burrow specifically designed to treat the deadly sarcoptic mange
disease threatening bare-nosed wombats with extinction.

He and his team have partnered with Sleepy Burrows Wombat Sanctuary
in NSW, Australia's largest orphanage and sanctuary for bare-nosed
wombats, to conduct design-led research to document and trial a new
prototype enclosure for treating manged wombats.

Professor Foth and his team are conducting an extensive field study at
Sleepy Burrows to examine current treatment procedures as well as
consider the use of facilities from a human and wombat-perspective.

"The next phase of the project is to build and trial a hospital burrow in
situ. We need to be able to house a wombat in quarantine for the
duration of the treatment but still within a natural environment," said
Professor Foth, who first visited the sanctuary in 2014.

"The prototype design must be one which can then be produced and
deployed in large numbers, as well as be robust, reliable, and cost-
effective."

Professor Foth said data collected in the field would help his team
analyse and refine the prototype design.

"The burrows are to be purpose-built so sections can be lifted in order to
locate a wombat underground for treatment purposes. This avoids the
pitfalls of current approaches involving trapping and burrow flaps,
leading to under-treatment and further suffering," he said.
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"Sarcoptic mange in wombats has reached catastrophic proportions,
impacting on more than 70 per cent of bare-nosed wombats and already
causing the extinction of local wombat populations.

"The work of Donna Stepan and her dedicated team at Sleepy Burrows is
extraordinary. She has saved more than 700 bare-nosed wombats in the
past 10 years and was last year awarded a Medal of the Order of
Australia (OAM) for animal welfare.

"Through her work she has discovered that administering an oral
treatment to wombats in quarantined care, rather than applying
conventional topical treatments, significantly decreases treatment times
and vastly improves the chances of recovery."

Professor Foth added that Sleepy Burrows, with the aid of QUT had
produced a video to support a crowdfunding campaign to raise money
for setting up quarantine hospital facilities there and at other locations
throughout NSW.

Ms Stepan said sarcoptic mange has increased dramatically in recent
years due to large scale habitat loss, urban sprawl and wet weather events
followed by heatwaves. The extremely painful condition is caused by
mites and is highly contagious.

"The QUT Design Lab is providing Sleepy Burrows with vital assistance
in the study, documentation, and evaluation of this first prototype in
order to prepare for a larger scale deployment of the hospital burrow
design across Australia," she said.

"Sadly we will most likely save just 8-10 in 100 manged wombats as
most do die. Unfortunately, sarcoptic mange is flourishing due to human-
induced environmental factors, which stress a wombat's immune system.
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"There is every possibility that the bare-nosed wombat, an Australian
native animal icon, will be wiped out within our lifetime so we must act
now. We cannot save them all, but we will do our utmost to save as many
as possible and to ensure others do not suffer for long."
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