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Species Profile
Cercartetus nanus
Eastern Pygmy Possum
Size: head to body length between 70 – 110 mm, tail length 75 – 105 mm
Appearance: Light brown on top, white underneath, prehensile tail with 
large ears 
Conservation status: classified as vulnerable in NSW, least concern in 
QLD
Occupies a broad range of habitats from rainforest to sclerophyll.
 
The Eastern Pygmy Possum is distributed in South-eastern Australia from 
Southern QLD to Eastern SA and in Tasmania. 
Pygmy Possums shelter in tree hollows (favoured), rotten stumps, 
abandoned bird nests and thickets of vegetation.
They are mainly solitary, nocturnal and agile climbers. 
Young are born mostly between late Spring and early Autumn or 
whenever food sources are abundant.
The usual  litter size is four offspring and they occupy the pouch for six 
weeks. 
Eastern pygmy possums can breed up to three times a year if conditions 
are suitable.
Their main food sources are nectar and pollen collected from banksias, 
eucalypts and bottle brushes. When flowers  are unavailable, soft fruits 
are also eaten. Eastern Pygmy Possums also feed opportunistically  on 
insects throughout the year.
Pygmy Possums are important pollinators of heathland plants such as 
banksias.

Eastern Pygmy Possums are threatened by loss of habitat, inappropriate 
fire regimes and predation by foxes and cats. 
Nest boxes provide a vital refuge from feral predators. 

Interesting Fact

Eastern pygmy possums undergo torpor frequently in winter during cold 
periods. Torpor only lasts for a few days (unlike true hibernation) and it 
enables the animal to decrease energy expenditure by lowering  its 
metabolism. 

Use of Nest Boxes by Pygmy Possums
As more and more habitat  is destroyed, it is important that native animals 
are provided with alternative nesting options. Natural formation of tree 
hollows can take hundreds of years. Eastern pygmy possums, due to  their 
small size, are able to occupy a larger range of hollows and nest boxes 
than larger arboreal mammals such as the common brushtail possum. 

Studies have found an increase in the use of nest boxes by eastern pygmy 
possums during late autumn to early winter, which coincides with the 
addition of new possums into the population. Eastern pygmy possums 
have been found to prefer nest boxes less than 2m above the ground. 
Female eastern pygmy possums have been observed to show a preference 
for plywood nest  boxes. Captive studies have shown that if provided with 
a suitable nest box, a female eastern pygmy possum will occupy the box 
and not build a nest.

When employing nest boxes to provide habitat  for eastern pygmy 
possums, it is important to use boxes with openings small enough so that 
any unwanted guests are unable to enter the nest. It is also useful to place 
nest boxes close to important resources such as flowering Banksia trees 
and other food sources. 

(Sourced from Australian Journal of Zoology;  Rueegger, N.N. 
Goldingay, R.L.and Brookes, L.O.) 16/04/2013

Female eastern pygmy-possum and five nestlings Photo:Niels Rueegger

Eastern Pygmy possums range 
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Nest Boxes and Their Role in Ecological Research
Nest boxes provide valuable shelter and habitat to arboreal 
animals such as possums, birds and reptiles. Conventional 
ecological studies tend to put the animal under stress by trapping 
them or catching them, which usually involves handling as well. 
Many animals are very sensitive to stress and such captures may 
influence their survival once released. Surveys of nest boxes is not 
as invasive as the animals  remain in the nest box and are only 
viewed, not handled. 
Nest boxes are also useful indicators of population levels of 
certain animals as they may not be accurately represented by 
other survey techniques such as trapping. Eastern pygmy 
possums are not detected often during conventional survey 
techniques,  but nest  boxes may offer a more representative option 
for examining population numbers. 
Nest boxes are also good survey tools as they are able to be left in 
one place for many years and returned to as needed. This is 
useful as conventional survey techniques are often very time 
consuming.  Another advantage is the presence of characteristic 
nests may indicate that  the boxes are being used even if they 
donʼt hold an animal in them at the time of observation.

The Dilemma of Custom Built Nest Boxes 
From time to time at Hollow log Homes we get asked to build 
custom designed nest boxes. While some of these are for 
scientific research and are based on sound scientific theories, 
others are based on no more than someoneʼs opinion as to what a 
hollow dependent species might like to nest/roost/den in.  The 
former often become stock boxes as data is gathered if the box is 
successful for the target species, however the latter are often just 
a time and resource consuming pain in the “butt” (excuse the pun).
Over the past fourteen years we have had the opportunity not only 
to observe hollow dependent animals in nest boxes but also in 
natural nest  hollows. While the data gathered from nest boxes is of 
utmost  importance the data gathered from natural hollows gives us 
a base from which to start  our research.  By sharing our findings 
with other researchers and comparing studies we are able to 
combine scientific methodology to our nest  box designs while 
taking into account practical production elements to make the best 
use of resources and materials. In other words, it is not simply a 
matter of making a box and putting it up in a tree; as there are 
many other considerations to be made before a design can be 
finalized. 

The most important consideration when planning a box is; ʻWill the 
target  species use the dimensions?ʼ  Good design of  nest boxes, 
as good design in all areas, is a complex mix of practicality, 
resource management and functionality. We have currently been 
working on a series of custom built nest boxes, that  were 
requested and designed by a client. While we have no doubt that 
these nest boxes will attract  native wildlife to shelter and/or breed, 
the excessive size of the boxes makes them cumbersome and 
dangerous to be installed in trees. A brushtail possum for example 
will happily  use a nest box the size of  a washing machine. The 
same possum would be equally happy to use a nest box the size 
of a milk crate.  So common sense would tell you that by building 
your possum boxes to the smaller dimensions you will not only be 
using resources more wisely, but also making installation easier 
and safer and putting less stress on the host tree. 
Important considerations in designing a nest box are as follows;
1. What is the best design for use by the target species?
2. What is the most efficient way to use your resources? and,
3. Are the resources, environmentally and socially responsible?
Some species such as brushtail possums are not all that fussy 
about the design of their nest  hollow. This can become a problem 
in areas where there is a high density  of this species and you are 
hoping to target a different species, especially if that species is 
rare or endangered. Such as the case on Kangaroo Island; there 
is competition for nest hollows (including nest boxes) between 

common brushtail possums Trichosurus vulpecula and Glossy 
black cockatoos Calyptorhynchus lathami. The only way to keep 
the possums out of the large boxes intended for the Glossyʼs is to 
prevent  them from climbing up or down to the box.  This means 
selecting a tree with no interlocking canopy and putting a tin shield 
around the trunk of  the tree to stop the possums climbing to the 
box.   It is also a good idea to put up  several possum size boxes in 
adjacent  trees,  as possums are still an important  part  of the 
ecosystem. Keeping common species common is just as important 
as bringing species back from the brink of extinction, and far more 
cost effective. 
Nest boxes for some species have very specific design elements, 
such as King Parrots, Alisterus scapularis. In natural hollows this 
species can often be found nesting in deep hollows where minimal 
or no light gets into the nest chamber. This effect can also be 
achieved using a light  baffle inside the box, which allows the box 
to be made smaller, thus making it  safer and easier to install in a 
tree.  Another species that will utilize any available hollow no 
matter the size is the Owlet  night jar Aegotheles cristatus.  We 
have recorded this species using many different types of  nest 
boxes from an old car parts crate hoisted into a tree using a block 
and tackle and a tractor, to a small decorative box placed on our 
front  gate post. Ideally a box for an Owlet night jar has an opening 
that  has a small spout so that the bird can sit  and sun itself without 
making it vulnerable to predation. 

For our nest boxes we use a combination of hardwood, external 
grade structural plywood,  and cypress.  When designing our nest 
boxes consideration is made for the dimensions of the plywood so 
that  we have minimum wastage. This is also made possible 
because of the wide variety of sizes and shapes of boxes 
manufactured in our workshop.  Timber is a precious commodity 
and should be treated as such; it is important  for our business that 
we use all resources wisely and produce minimum waste. 
By choosing materials that are both environmental and socially 
responsible, we are making sure that our industry is sustainable 
on many levels. All our timber products have a chain of custodian 
certification.  By checking with our suppliers and making a few 
online checks we can guarantee that  our nest boxes are made 
from materials that are harvested in a sustainable and socially 
responsible way. The plywood we use is a hardwood ply that has a 
EWPAA certification.  (The EWPAA provides accredited product 
certification service, CodeMark,  Chain of Custody and quality 
control.) We also use cypress in many of our boxes, this has 
replaced the hardwood filches that we used to use, the use of 
Cypress means that the boxes are less lightly to be attacked by 
termites as cypress is naturally termite resistant. All cypress used 
in the manufacture of Hollow Log Homes nest boxes has a chain 
of custodian certification, this ensures that all timber is from 
sustainable harvested forests  with checks and balances put into 
place all along the way from planting to harvesting. We take our 
responsibilities very seriously and all products are researched to 
make sure that they are the best possible quality while keeping 
with our ethos of sound environmental management  and social 
responsibility.  

Extra large nest boxes being modeled here by the workshop boys 


