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Disclaimer 

Please note that these husbandry guidelines are student material, created as part of 
student assessment for Open Colleges ACM30310 Certificate III in Captive Animals. 
While care has been taken by students to complete accurate and complete material 
at the time of creation, all information contained should be interpreted with care. No 
responsibility is assumed for any loss or damage resulting from these guidelines. 
Husbandry guidelines are evolving documents that need to be updates regularly as 
more information becomes available and industry knowledge about animal welfare 
and care is extended. 
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Workplace Health and Safety Warning  

• The bare-nosed wombat is classified as a hazardous species.  
 

• The wombat has a large, powerful body that can inflict serious injury by 
means of biting, scratching and charging. They are capable of reaching 
speeds of up to 40km/hour.   

 

To avoid injury:  

• Only experienced keepers should enter and interact with captive wombats. 

• Thorough planning is required before any capture and restraint is undertaken. 

• Keepers must enter enclosures with caution and know where the animal is at 
all times. 

• Personal protective equipment (PPE) must always be worn, including long-
sleeved clothing and steel-cap boots. 
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1.0 Introduction 
 

The wombat is among the world’s largest burrowing marsupials. Three species 
currently exist, including two from the genus Lasiorhinus, the Southern and Northern 
hairy-nosed wombat, and one from the genus Vombatus, the Bare-nosed wombat. 
This manual will focus mostly on the Tasmanian subspecies of Bare-nosed wombat, 
Vombatus ursinus tasmaniensis, however it is applicable for all subspecies of the 
bare-nosed wombat.  

V. u tasmaniensis is a large, coarse haired animal with sharp claws and a powerful, 
earth-moving body. Often referred to as the ‘bulldozer of the bush’, this species is 
capable of constructing major burrow systems up to 20 metres long with many 
interconnecting tunnels, entrances and chambers.  

A majority of the year is spent displaying nocturnal behaviour, where they emerge 
from their burrow around dusk to graze on a herbivorous diet and explore their 
territory. The home range of a bare-nosed wombat is estimated to extend for up to 
23ha with many burrows constructed throughout (Triggs 2009). Unlike the Hariy-
nosed wombats, the bare-nosed species are quite dexterous which allows them to 
grasp food in their paws as well as climb objects such as fallen logs, boulders and 
mountainous terrain.  

Despite their docile appearance, wombats can be very destructive, digging under 
and pushing through fences and excavating numerous burrows which livestock and 
vehicles can fall into. Consequently, there has been an ongoing war between 
wombats and some farmers, leading to the persecution of the animal. 

Road trauma is another issue for the wombat. As a nocturnal animal wombats have 
an adept sense of smell and hearing, but their eyesight is quite poor. Furthermore, 
wombats are believed to process sound quite differently to the way humans do. As a 
result, they are often hit by cars before they can respond to the sound of a vehicle.  

Bare-nosed wombats are found in a select few zoos and wildlife parks across the 
world. This species can be extremely difficult to manage and display in captivity 
which will usually be only housed alone or in compatible pairs. This is due to their 
solitary and territorial nature. In addition, you will find wombats are quite sensitive to 
change, including enclosure swaps and socialisation. Trowunna in Tasmania have 
been managing this species for over 30 years and over this time have shown 
continued success in breeding and rehabilitating wombats back into the wild. 
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2.0 Taxonomy 
 

2.1 Nomenclature  

Kingdom:  Animalia 

Phylum:  Chordata 

Class:   Mammalia 

Subclass:  Marsupialia  

Order:  Diprotodontia 

Family:   Vombatidae 

Genus:   Vombatus   

Species:  ursinus 

Subspecies:  tasmaniensis 

 

2.2 Sub-species 

Three sub-species exist for isolated populations of bare-nosed wombats. This 
includes the smallest of the three, found in Tasmania, Vombatus ursinus 
tasmaniensis, the Bass Strait wombat, V.u.ursinus and the mainland wombat, 
V.u. hirsutus (Divljan 2015). 
 

2.3 Common names 
Several names are recognised for the bare-nosed wombat including the common 
wombat, forest wombat and the naked-nosed wombat. The island wombat is 
another however this is often used to refer to those on the Bass Strait Islands 
(Divljan 2015).  

 

3.0 Natural History 
 

3.1 Morphometrics  
 

3.1.1 Body Mass and measurements 
V.u. tasmaniensis is the second largest sub-species reaching a body mass of 
approximately 20kg, and length of 85cm (Parks and Wildlife Service 
Tasmania 2012). 
  

3.1.2 Sexual Dimorphism 
There is no consistent data to indicate that sexual dimorphism between male 
and female wombats. Their body size appears to vary between individuals 
and regions. 
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3.1.3 Distinguishing features  
The bare-nosed wombat is a course haired, strongly built animal with short 
powerful legs that provide little land clearance. They have small eyes, ears, a 
naked nose and whiskers positioned on either side of their face. The eyes are 
set slightly to the side of the face which is important for a fossorial animal.  
A thick coat covers all but the nose (which consists of tough, dry skin) and can 
be speckled grey/black, various shades of brown and even ash white and 
black in colour. The coat may also become stained from the soil in which the 
wombat burrows. In Tasmanian, speckled grey coats are most common 
(Triggs 2009). 
 
Wombats have 2 vestigial features, a 2-3cm long tail often hidden by the 
surround fur and a small nub on the hind foot where the first toe is believed to 
have existed.  
 
As is characteristic of quadruped marsupials, the female wombat has a rear-
facing pouch. Within this pouch, a joey develops for approximately its first 8 
months, suckling on milk from one of two teats. The joey then begins to 
emerge to explore and graze grass alongside its mother. The rear positioning 
of this pouch enables the wombat to move and dig burrows without debris 
entering and damaging the pouch.  
 
Wombats are well equipped for digging, with strong claws, a flat forehead and 
strong legs which all have a role in making tunnels deep into the soil for 
shelter from the weather and any threats.  
 
The wombat feeds of a diet of harsh vegetation. To compensate for the wear 
and tear they inflict on their teeth, eating and constructing burrows (ripping out 
roots) the teeth of a wombat are rootless which allows continuous growth 
throughout their lives. The dental structure includes 2 upper and lower 
incisors which slant outwards at the front of the mouth, a gap (the diastema) 
follows before a one upper and lower premolar and 4 premolars conclude at 
the back. The dental formula, I: 1/1, C: 0/0, P: 1/1, M: 4/4 allows them to grind 
down a variety of vegetation types before further digestion occurs (figure 1). 
 

 
Figure 1 A wombat skull showing the dental structure and shape of the head. 
Some wear can be seen on the top molars. 



Husbandry Guidelines for Bare-nosed Wombat V.u tasmaniensis A. Stubbs 2017 

10 
 

 
Another unique feature, found only in wombats and their sister species, the 
koala, is the hard cartilage plate at their rear end. This plate is used for 
protection from predators and other wombats, often being used to block the 
entrance of the burrow, protecting itself before crushing the attacker against 
the roof of the burrow using their strong legs and plate.  
 

3.2 Distribution and Habitat 
The bare-nosed wombat can be found in a range of habitats across Tasmania, 
Flinders Island and the south-east coast of the Australian Mainland. The three 
sub-species are geographically isolated as shown in Figure 2 (below). V.u. 
tasmaniensis is a cooler climate wombat, as are all bare-nosed subspecies, 
preferring the temperate regions of Tasmania. Preferably, mountainous and 
forested areas are inhabited as the soils allow for easy burrowing and the open 
grasslands are ideal for grazing. Additionally, wombats will inhabit the 
heathlands, woodlands and coastal regions of the state (Divljan 2015). 

 

Figure 2 The distribution of the Bare-nosed Wombat. V.u. tasmaniensis in pink, 
V.u. ursinus in green and V.u.hirsutus in blue.  

V.u tasmaniensis are most often observed emerging from their burrows around 
dusk when the temperature is cooler. This behaviour can be explained by the 
wombats’ lack of sweat glands and thus ability to cool down when exposed to 
high temperatures. It is an adapted, conservative behvaiour to stay down in the 
cool, constant temperature of the burrow, resting until late afternoon. In the 
cooler, mountainous regions of Tasmania such as Cradle Mountain, wombats 
can be observed feeding diurnally as the risk of becoming heat stressed is 
minimal. 

Burrows 
A wombat will construct numerous burrows within its territory. Typically these can 
be found tunnelled into hills or at the base of fallen logs or large boulders. To 
construct their burrows they use their forelegs for digging, the hind legs to flick 
the debris out behind them and the flat, hard forehead to ram up against the roof 
to compact the soil and prevent it from collapsing (Triggs 2009). A burrow acts as 
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a refuge, where wombats can rest during the day and run to if threatened. 
Wombats even share these burrows, moving between burrows marking them as 
occupied by leaving their cube like scats at the entrance. A major burrow can 
stretch up to 20 metres in length and is built strategically. A good burrow starts off 
narrow, then slopes down and then up a number of times. This prevents rain from 
entering and flooding burrows under most circumstances. The burrow often have 
paths that exit off from the main burrow leading to room like areas which have 
been dug out and contain bedding material such as tussocks and bracken. Minor 
burrows are those only stretching 2-3 metre. They are often deserted or only 
used in an emergency. 

3.3 Conservation Status 
V.u.tasmaniensis is currently considered common and protected under state law 
(Parks and Wildlife Service Tasmania 2012). There are many threats facing the 
sub-species that may result in a population decline and increased conservation 
status. These threats include habitat destruction, road trauma, persecution and 
Sarcoptic mange.  
 

3.4 Longevity 
Wombats are believed to have an average wild lifespan of 7-12 years. Research 
now predicts that Sarcoptic Mange is leading to an increased mortality rate. 
(Simpson et al. 2016).  
In captivity wombats have can live to more than double their wild counterparts. 
There has been wombats recorded living for just over 30 years.  

4.0  Housing and Material 

4.1 Exhibit/Enclosure Design 

Bare-nosed wombats are infamously known as the bulldozer of the bush. They 
have incredibly strong bodies and instinct to dig and make burrows. To house 
such a species enclosures need to be designed and built to meet certain 
structural requirements. In the wild V.u. tasmaniensis are both solitary and 
territorial animals and as such, large spaces are required to prevent unwanted 
digging and stereotypic behaviour.  

The diagram below shows an enclosure design used to house pairs of wombats 
at Trowunna Wildlife Sanctuary (figure 3). Variable ground levels, boulders, fallen 
logs and grass substrate can provide enclosure complexity in addition to food for 
the wombat to graze on. 
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Figure 3 An example of a wombat enclosure that can provide ideas for designs. 

Modular gates (see figure 4) allow wombats to be socialised or separated, which 
is particularly useful for captive breeding. Multiple shelters provide options for the 
wombat to escape extreme weather and also prevent food spoilage. An airlock 
can be used as a holding yard while also providing extra security (Figure 6). 
Thick metal aprons (figure 5b) or below ground level fencing are necessary to 
prevent escapes. 

 

Figure 4 Modular gates can be lifted and dropped to alter enclosure size and 
introduce/separate individuals.  

Ideally, wombat enclosures are open in design with fencing constructed from 
double corrugated iron, timber framing and capping (see figure 5a). These 
materials can be substituted with alternatives, provided they are strong enough to 
hold and prevent escape of this powerful species. 
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Figure 5a Double corrugated iron fencing with timber framing and capping.  
Figure 5b a 1m steel mesh apron before being covered by soil and grass. 

 

4.2 Holding Area Design 

A holding area designed for wombats will ideally have mesh or cement covering 
the whole of the floor. For optimal comfort and prevention of injury these 
materials should be covered with at least 30cm of soil substrate. Wombats are 
known to dislike change and a holding yard will not be favoured by young or old 
individuals. This underground barrier will eliminate the risk of wombats digging 
under fences built as described above (figure 5b). A holding yard should adjoin 
the exhibit and be off display to the public. The holding area needs to include a 
shelter and appropriate bedding. 

 

Figure 6 Double door entry adds extra security to enclosures while also acting as 
a temporary holding yard. 

 

4.3 Spatial Requirements 

For enclosures to meet the Code of Practise for Exhibiting in Tasmania they must 
be at least 225m2 in area to hold a single adult wombat. An immature wombat 
between 8 and 18 months of age can be housed in an enclosure of 25m2 in area. 
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A 20% increase in area is required to house each additional wombat (Code of 
Practise for Exhibiting in Tasmania, 2004). 

4.4 Position of Enclosure 

Enclosures should be designed to utilise the good weather that comes from the 
north while also providing some protection from the harsh southerly weather. 
Wombats, if allowed to burrow will dig in a location that avoids a majority of the 
bad weather. 

4.5 Weather Protection 

Shelters as shown in figures 7a and 7b should be constructed out of sturdy 
timber and waterproof material. If corrugated iron is used all edges must be 
covered or designed in such a way that individuals cannot injure themselves. 
Burrows will protect wombats from most weather extremes but heavy rain may 
result in burrows flooding which highlights the need for alternative shelters.  

      

Figure 7a and 7b Shelters made from heavy-duty timber provide shade and 
shelter from weather extremes (Trowunna Wildlife Sanctuary). 

4.6 Climatic Requirements 

V.u. tasmaniensis is a nocturnal animal accustomed to the cooler climate of 
Tasmania. Thus, when designing an enclosure there must be options available 
for the wombat to escape extreme conditions, whether that is hot, wet or cold. 
Exhibits should provide shade and weather blockers in the form of burrows, trees 
and shelters. Sprinklers can be implemented in exhibits prone to hot weather 
(temperatures exceeding 25 0C). Elements such as providing shade will also 
increase the likelihood of wombats venturing out during the day to graze or bask 
allowing visitors to view them.  

4.7 Substrate 

Soil is an appropriate substrate for wombat enclosures. Soil will encourage 
natural digging behaviour and the establishment of burrows. To prevent burrows 
collapsing, the soil should be of clay base and greater than 500mm in depth. 
Native tussock grasses such as Poa and Lomandra can be planted for grazing 
and for aesthetics in addition to substrates such as mulch (N Sharman 2016, 
pers. Comm., 26 February). The use of grass and soil as substrate will provide a 
safe, comfortable surface for wombats in addition to encouraging digging to 
maintain claw length. Enclosures which only provide hard surfaces such as 
gravel or cement have the potential to cause foot problems in captive wombats.   
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4.8 Nest boxes and/or Bedding Material 

 

a  b  

Figure 8a and 8b Shelters made from heavy-duty timber provide shade and 
shelter from weather extremes. 8b has a hinged lid for keeper access (Trowunna 
Wildlife Sanctuary).  

Nesting material such as straw can be provided in shelters. Often wombats will 
be seen carrying nesting material (straw, grass, bracken, etc.) down into their 
burrows (see figure 9b).  

      

Figure 9a An adult female using her shelter and straw to rest. Figure 9b A trail of 
straw made by the same wombat carrying material from her shelter all the way 
down into the burrow. 

4.9 Enclosure Furniture 
Enclosures can consist of over-turned logs, varying ground levels and boulders, 
areas for burrows to be established and trees (see figure 10). These furnishings 
provide complexity to the enclosures and prevent stereotypic behaviour (N 
Sharman 2016, pers. Comm., 26 February).  
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Figure 10 Sloped ground, boulders, vegetation and logs provide aspect and 
complexity to enclosures.   

A large, stable water bowl or trough must be provided, preferably one that cannot 
be tipped over easily (see figure 11). As previously mentioned, sturdy shelters 
need to be provided regardless of whether natural burrows are permitted.  

 

Figure 11. Heavy cement troughs used at Trowunna Wildlife Sanctuary. 

 

5.0  General Husbandry 
 
5.1  Hygiene and Cleaning 
To ensure a high standard of animal health and welfare is maintained, thorough 
cleaning routines must be implemented daily for all animal enclosures.  This will 
include the removal of all food remains, scats, soiled substrate and any foreign 
objects such as rubbish. Water bowls or troughs should be scrubbed, emptied 
and refilled as necessary to prevent algal accumulation (especially in the warmer 
weather). Hygiene can be maintained by using non-toxic disinfectants to clean 
areas such as common feed areas and shelters when required. It is important 
that all chemicals are washed away thoroughly before the animal is allowed back 
into these areas. A widely used, broad spectrum, non-irritant disinfectant is F10® 
(Fowler 2012). On a less frequent basis keepers can replace browse, mulch and 
bedding. This may depend on the enclosure size, number of occupants and 
substrate used (fortnightly, monthly or twice yearly). Odd maintenance jobs might 
be required including the filling in of holes (especially if burrows are constructed 
too near to fence lines) or damage has been made by scratching and moving 
furniture around. Full enclosure checks are required to identify these issues on a 
daily basis.  
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5.2 Record Keeping 
A fundamental responsibility for a keeper is to keep thorough records for each 
individual under their care. Key aspects to include are: 

• Specimen identification such as microchip ID, leg band, etc. 

• Birth type/date/location/parentage 

• Gender 

• Character/temperament—sociable, aggressive, timid, etc. 

• Dietary requirement 

• Import/export details 

• Veterinary history 

• Treatment history 

• Weight changes/body measurements 

• Reproductive status and breeding history—offspring sex/number, etc. 

• Current and past housing/enclosures (location, social dynamics) 

Stock census is usually required by state organisations (quarterly) and studbook 
coordinators. Programs such as ZIMS are used as a universal record data base 
for zookeepers. 

5.3 Method of Identification  

The most effective method of identification for wombats is microchipping above 
the shoulder blade. Each wombat is chipped and has a unique microchip number 
that can be picked up using a reader.  

5.4 Routine Data Collection 

A significant part of any keeper’s day is to observe and maintain individual animal 
records. Often these observations are recorded in a daily diary. These notes help 
to communicate observations to other keepers, management and veterinarians if 
needed. Observations will focus on key aspects including, but not limited to:  

• Feed intake (changes in quantity, preference, etc.) 

• Faecal observations (colour, consistency, parasites present, etc.) 

• Breeding behaviour (females urinating and leaving hormone scents, 
vocalisation, pacing, etc.) 

• Aggression, lethargy, etc. 

• New or learned behaviours  

• Types of enrichment implemented and  the individuals response 

• Any enclosure maintenance required 

• Any enclosure moves or changes to one 

Weights are also maintained on a regular basis, with the frequency depending 
upon the wombat’s age and health status. For example, young wombats might be 
weighed weekly or fortnightly, especially if the individual is being hand-reared. On 
the other hand, captive bred joeys might be more difficult and keepers may need 
to maintain visual records or use training to encourage the animal to walk onto a 
scale. Adult wombats can be weighed twice yearly or as recommended by each 
facility. This may change if the animal appears to lose condition or has any other 
health issues which require more detailed monitoring.  
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6.0  Feeding requirements 

6.1 Diet in the wild 

The wombat is a hindgut fermenter that feeds primarily on tough tussock grasses 
such as Poa sieberiana, P. labillardieri and Lomandra species. Wombats will also 
consume bark, moss, bulbs and browse, particularly in periods when food is 
scarce. These foods are highly fibrous and provide little dietary energy and 
protein to the wombat. At a young age wombat joeys suckle milk from their 
mothers’ teat until a weaning age of 10-15 months.  

The metabolic rate of V.u. tasmaniensis when compared to other marsupials is 
significantly low. The long digest retention rate is also noteworthy with it lasting 
approximately 14 days. This allows wombats to efficently  
absorb all nurtients and fluid from their nutritionally poor diet (Barboza 1993).  

The digestive system comprises of a relatively small stomach, a unique cardio-
gastric gland, and small intestine. Within these regions the digestion of lipids, 
proteins and some carbohydrates is undertaken (Barnes 2005). The proximal 
colon represents up to 79% of the digestive tract and is home to a population of 
gut bacteria responsible for the fermentation of fibre and dry matter (Barboza & 
Hume 1992).  

 

Figure 12 Wild Wombat grazing at Ronny Creek (Cradle Mountain, Tasmania) by 
April Stubbs (March 2016). 

6.2 Captive Diet 

Adult wombats: 

A captive diet for wombats should mimic the wild diet as closely as possible. A 

diet primarily of tussock grasses is high in fibre, low in protein and energy. 

Macropod pellets or a similar commercial grain designed for hindgut fermenters 

are suitable to fill these requirements. In addition to grain, grasses can be picked 

daily and fed ad lib (be careful not to feed to much lush green grass). Other food 
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items that can supplement a wombat’s diet include 

lucerne, browse (wattle sp. etc.) and barked logs (for 

teeth maintenance). Trowunna Wildlife Sanctuary 

collects wild tussock grasses for grazing which can last 

a week or more in addition to their grain.  

For enrichment purposes, carrots, corn on the cob, 

sweet potato and other similar low kilojoule vegetables 

can be fed in small quantities. These vegetables should 

be given in moderation as they are high in energy and 

are not part of the wild diet (Elliot 2008).  

A captive diet must not contain excessive levels of 

copper and vitamin D. These micronutrients are at low  

levels in the wild diet and can result in nutrition related  

diseases known as copper toxicity and hypervitaminosis D. These diseases  

can be fatal or extremely debilitating to both young and adult wombats  

(Woolford n.d). 

Furthermore, wombats can suffer from degenerative diseases such as dentition 
deformation which arises from a diet and environment that fails to encourage 
teeth maintenance. Consequently, wombats with overgrown teeth will be unable 
to eat and will rapidly lose condition (Vogelnest & Woods 2008). Refer to chapter 
8.4 for further information on nutrition related diseases. 

 
Hand-rearing: 
It is important when hand-rearing wombat joey’s that the correct milk formula, 
grade and quantity is provided (see appendix). Wombaroo®-wombat formula has 
3 different grades (see appendix 1) which mimic the change in the mother’s milk 
throughout lactation.  

From approximately 6 months the joey will be emerging from the pouch and by 7-
8 months the molars have developed allowing the joey to start eating solids in 
addition to milk. Solids must be slowly introduced to hand-reared wombats. 

6.3 Supplements  
In some cases when a wombats body condition is down or when a wombat is 
being hand reared, certain supplements can be useful. Marsupial milk powder 
can be added to the grain provided to wombats younger than 15 months as a 
supplement, particularly if suckling or lapping is insufficient. Kelp powder can be 
implemented into the diet once a week to provide a broad range of 
micronutrients. Wild forage® is another supplement that provides captive animals 
with the micronutrients they would naturally obtain through foraging. 

6.4 Presentation of Food 

Grain and any vegetables can be presented to wombats in large stainless steel 
bowls, preferably on a concrete or bare area which can be raked or swept and 
hosed. Grass or lucerne can be scattered throughout the enclosure or in a 
feeding area. 

 

Figure 13.  Digestive 
Tract of the wombat 
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7.0 Handling and Transport 

The handling and transport of bare-nosed wombats needs to be thoroughly planned 
to minimise any stress, fear or discomfort suffered by the animal. Over the last 
decade operant conditioning has fast become a large part of animal husbandry. 
Training can provide significant benefits to animal health, safety and behavioural 
management in captivity. Training also improves the ease at which routine tasks 
such as handling, restraining and transporting captive wombats can be 
accomplished [Australian Ministers responsible for Primary Industries 2014 (a)] 

7.1 Timing of Capture and Handling 
Capture and restraint events are best timed for early morning or evening when 
the temperature is mild. These are also the times when wombats are less active 
and when facilities are closed to the public.  Trapping overnight might be 
necessary for elusive and strictly nocturnal individuals. Trapping should not be 
carried out in hot weather unless unavoidable (in an emergency). 

7.2 Traps 
Large, sturdy traps can be required to capture wombats, especially adults. The 
weight of traps must be sufficient to prevent wombats tipping them as well as 
damaging the structure when captured. Traps should be made of either sturdy 
wood or steel and can be fitted with hessian bags or straw for comfort and to 
prevent injury.  

   

  

Figure 14 an example of a specifically designed wombat trap.The trap is large in 
size, triggered by 2 motion foot pedals and is open at both ends with sliding 
doors. 
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7.3 Capture and Restraint Techniques 

The method used to capture and restrain wombats depends upon its age and 
temperament. Some wombats are friendly and are happy to be approached and 
handled. Other wombats might be unpredictable or aggressive when approached. 
Only experience keepers should be involved in the capture and restraint of a 
difficult wombat as they can inflict serious injury through biting, scratching and 
crushing with their sharp teeth, claws and powerful body.  

In many cases it might be safer and more effective to use food to encourage a 
wombat to enter a plate-censored trap or holding yard (figure 14). The wombat 
can then be grasped on its way from the trap. A good area to grasp is near the 
shoulder area before slipping one or two arms under the forearms and across the 
chest. The wombats back should be held firmly against the keeper’s front and the 
handlers arms should be out of the wombats reach to bite. Ideally the wombat is 
also supported under the rump, however, if the wombat’s weight is an issue, an 
individual can be held by using two arms across its chest. 

V.u tasmaniensis are usually between 15 and 20 kg in weight. Thus care must be 
taken when bending and lifting a wombat. The handler should keep their back 
straight and bend their knees. If the weight is too heavy to safely lift then two 
handlers can support the wombat, one holding across the chest and one at the 
rump (figure 15).  

In some cases wombats might need to be chemically restrained. This can be 
achieved by administrating the drug Zoletil, intramuscularly (Deloraine Veterinary 
Clinic personal communication ref. 14th Dec 2016).  

 

Figure 15 a 2 year old wombat being held in the appropriate restraint with one 
arm over the chest and one supporting the weight underneath. 

 

7.4 Weighing and Examination 

Weighing and examining captive wombat’s is an important part of monitoring and 
ensuring their good health. Hand-reared joeys should be weighed regularly 
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(weekly to fortnightly) to ensure they are progressively gaining weight and are 
free of any underlying health issues.  

Adult wombats can be weighed and examined where necessary. For example, a 
facility might keep monthly or bi-annual weight records, or an individual may 
appear to have lost condition or had a change in behaviour.  

A few methods are sufficient for weighing wombats. For young joeys hand held 
spring scales can be used in conjunction with a tough hessian sack or similar 
material in which the joey can be placed and attached to the scales. Otherwise, a 
stand-on, digital scales are useful for both young and adult wombats. A handler 
can hold the wombat firmly in their arms before stepping on the scale and 
subtracting their own weight from the total. All records should be maintained in 
hard and electronic copies.  

Ideally keepers can condition wombats to walk straight onto digital scales. This 
reduces the stress of handling and allows for more regular and accurate health 
records.  

7.5 Release 

It is important that the safety of both the handler and the wombat is considered 
when releasing a wombat from its restraint. An aggressive wombat might charge 
and bite when released. To avoid this, a wombat can be released on one side of 
a barrier which will protect the handler. Another way to reduce the stress on a 
wombat is to place a hessian sack or blanket on the head of a wombat. This will 
calm the wombat and allow the wombat to move on its own accord once lowered 
to the ground for release. 

7.6 Transport Requirements 

7.6.1 Box Design  

A sufficient transport box must be made from durable materials such as 
timber, steel or rigid plastic. These materials need to be thick and strong 
enough to withstand any digging and charging by wombats.  

The box size must be at least 10% longer than the individual’s length and 
allow in width for the animal to lie down comfortably (NSW Department of 
Primary Industries 2014).  

Ventilation and drainage must be adequate to filter urine and prevent the box 
from becoming hot or cold (between 5oC and 24oC). A drip tray should be 
installed in boxes used for transporting for longer than 2 hours.  

When transporting wombats, their crates must be kept cool and dark, and 
noise should be kept at a minimum throughout the entire transport duration. 
This contributes to keeping the wombat as calm as possible. 
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Figure 16 An example of a transport box used for wombats. 

7.6.2 Furnishings 

No furnishings are required by law when transporting wombat. Depending on 
quarantine and the duration of transport, wombats should ideally be provided 
with wood chips, or straw. Interstate and international transfer will usually 
prohibit the use of plant material, thus shredded paper is the best option. 

7.6.3 Food and Water 

Due to the wombats prolonged digestion time and their ability to go long 
periods without water, wombats can usually be transported without the 
provision of food and water. 

7.6.4 Animals per box 

Wombats must be transported individually, with one animal per box. Females 
with pouch young can be transported together while joeys on foot must be 
transported separately.  

7.6.5 Timing of transportation  

Transportation is ideally carried out during the night or early morning when the 
temperature is cool (NSW Department of Primary Industries 2014).  

8.0 Health Requirements 
 

8.1 Daily Health Checks 
The best time to carry out routine health checks is when the wombat is moving 
around and easily visible. This might be in the morning when the keeper is 
cleaning or in the late afternoon at feed time. 
Keepers should observe the animal and look for signs of injury, stress or illness.  
 
Animal health observations: 

• Discharge from eyes, nose or cloaca  

• Pouch check 

• Dental exam  

• Locomotion issues  

• Blood collection and analysis 
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• Fur and skin condition (any abnormal lesions, fur loss, dryness etc) 

• ectoparasites parasites (mites, fleas, ticks) and endoparasites (bacteria 
and viruses) 

• Change in behaviour (disinterest in food, fatigue, pacing, abnormal 
vocalisation etc).  

• Claw and incisor length 
 
Enclosure observations: 

• Faecal consistency, colouration and internal parasites 

• Food and water consumption 

• Damage to enclosure due to digging and chewing (might be normal or 
could indicate another issue) 
 

8.2 Detailed Physical Examination 
8.2.1 Chemical restraint 
A common chemical used by veterinarians for the restraint of wombats is 
Zoletil. This is an anaesthetising drug that is injected intramuscularly by an 
experienced veterinarian.  

8.2.2 Physical examination 
A more thorough health examination might be required if any abnormalities 
are detected in routine daily observations by keepers. Physical examinations 
might also be a part of a facilities annual records to maintain health and 
individual records 
Most physical examinations will include an analysis on the following: 

• Weight and body condition score (looking at ribs, backbone and hips) 

• Dental health (incisor length, development, gum health, mucous 
membrane colour) 

• Faecal analysis (internal parasite identification and burden level) 

• Pouch check–if applicable 

• External parasite burden 

• Claw and pad condition 

• Blood analysis (some facilities might check for illness and micronutrient 
levels) 

 

8.3  Routine Treatments 
The required routine treatments for captive wombats depend upon the history of 
the wombat and the facility. Preventative treatments are often implemented by 
animal facilities to avoid infection of endo and ectoparasites. Wombats are often 
preventative treated against fleas, lice, mites, ticks, worms and protozoan 
species (coccidiosis). Frontline® is a broadly used external parasite preventative 
and treatment. Cydectin® or similar solutions can be used for both external and 
internal parasites such as mites and coccidian protozoa. Usually each facility will 
seek advice from their onsite or contracted vet to ensure the most appropriate 
treatments are used. 
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8.4 Known Health Problems 

 

Bacterial Diseases 
Tyzzer’s Disease 
Cause 
Clostridium piliforme (formerly known as Bacillus piliformis), a gram negative, 
spore forming intracellular bacteria, causes this disease. Initially the intestinal 
tract is infected, followed by other organs, particularly the heart and liver.  
Like many infections, Tyzzer’s disease is brought on by stress which can arise 
from weaning, unhygienic housing, overcrowding, transport, or when the immune 
system is compromised.  
Transmission between animals likely occurs via the oral-faecal route. Rodents 
are commonly the hosts of this bacterium. 
Signs/Symptoms  
Clinical signs are usually not observed due to the acute onset and unfortunately 
those infected are usually found dead. Laboratory infections have determined 
symptoms including convulsions, diarrhoea, lethargy, hyperthermia and jaundice. 
Prevention 
A high standard of hygiene in the food preparation area, enclosure and the 
animals bedding will prevent infection. In addition, enclosures must meet spatial 
requirements as over populating enclosures can increase stress and infection risk 
of wombats. 
Treatment 
Due to the sudden onset and fatalities of this disease it is often too late to 
implement treatment. If the bacterium is detected early it can be successfully 
treated with tetracycline (best treatment) or other solutions such as penicillin.  
Zoonotic  
Yes, but rare. 
References 
(Rose 2005; Holz & Wood 2009; Woolford, n.d). 
 

Fungal Diseases 
Pulmonary Adiaspiromycosis  
Cause  
Emmonsia (Chyrososporium) parva is a soil borne fungi which infects the lungs of 
wombats when burrowing (inhalation of spores underground). 
Signs/Symptoms  
This disease is usually subclinical, not showing obvious signs. Fungal lesions 
develop in the lungs which can then be associated with the onset of pneumonia. 
Prevention  
Not required (incidental infection). 
Treatment  
None 
Zoonotic  
Potentially yes 
References  
(Jackson 2007; Woolford, n.d) 
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Viral Diseases 
 

Herpesvirus (from the family herpesviridae) 
Cause 
Transmission of the virus from other marsupial species (mixed species exhibits) 
Signs/symptoms 
Herpesvirus causes lethargic behaviour. Upon further examination 
haemorrhaging in the intestinal walls and peritoneal (abdominal) surface in 
addition to yellow/white loci (formation of abnormal cells) in the liver.  
**See below for prevention 
 
Encephalomyocarditis virus 
Cause  
Encephalomyocarditis virus caused by species of the family Picornaviridae is 
spread by the faeces of rodents. Faeces often contaminate food when storage is 
inadequate.  
Signs/Symptoms  
Sudden death is a common result with autopsies showing pulmonary congestion 
and myocardial pallor (unhealthy, pale heart). 
Treatment No treatment is currently effective in treating EMC however, the 
chance of animals being infected can be reduced by keeping animals relaxed and 
comfortable in their housing (reduce stress and excitement). 
 
Prevention of viruses 
Adequate food storage will help to prevent contamination by rodents. In addition, 
enclosure hygiene is important and isolation areas should be available for sick 
animals to be housed separately to avoid transmission.  
References 
(Woolford, n.d) 

Protozoan Diseases 
Toxoplasmosis 
Cause  
Toxoplasma gondii is a protozoan found across the world with the ability to infect 
a wide variety of hosts, wombats and humans included. Transmission occurs by 
ingesting vegetation contaminated with faecal matter containing shed oocytes. 
Feral cats are a common host. Hand-reared wombats or those with a 
compromised immune system are more susceptible to infection by T.gondii. 
Signs/Symptoms  
Often subclinical. Clinical signs can include lethargy, feeling ill, lack of appetite, 
diarrhoea, comatose and convulsions. 
Prevention  
To reduce toxoplasmosis risk facilities need to manage feral cat populations, 
have effective food storage and act whenever possible to reduce any stress an 
animal might suffer. 
Treatment  
Drugs such as methotrexate, which aims to halt the replication of the protozoa 
are currently used to treat toxoplasmosis. 
Zoonotic  
Yes  
References (Jackson 2007; Rose 2005). 
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Coccidiosis 
Cause 
The coccidian protozoan, Eimeria arundeli is responsible for infecting wombats. 

Signs/Symptoms  

Symptoms can include lethargy, anorexia, lack of appetite, weight loss, 

dehydration, dysentery, diarrhoea and possibly sudden death. A good way to 

detect coccidiosis is to monitor the faecal consistency/appearance of captive 

wombats each day. 

Prevention  

The use of Ivermectin® or Cydectin® drenches (or similar) and maintaining good 

hygiene of water troughs and enclosures are an effective way at minimising the 

risk of coccidiosis in captivity. This eliminates the snail host from contaminating 

water troughs as well as faecal matter left by birds and other species, infecting 

wombats. 

Treatment  

The use of oral or injected anthelminthic’s such as Cydectin®, Ivermectin® and 

benzimidazoles. 

Zoonotic 

Generally coccidiosis found in wombats is not zoonotic as humans have their 

own species specific coccidian. 

References  

(Rose 2005;Jackson 2007) 

Endoparasites  

Sarcoptic Mange 

Cause  
Sarcoptes scabiei, is a mite that burrows under the skin and lays its eggs in the 
epidermal lay of the wombats skin. 
Signs/Symptoms  
Skin irritation (pruritis), parakeratosis (scaly thickening of the epidermis) and 
alopecia (hair loss) which then results in open wounds, secondary bacterial 
infections, impaired vision, loss of body condition and increased diurnal activity 
(figure 17). 
Prevention  
Keepers can prevent the establishment of mites by maintaining bedding and 
other enclosure materials clean and replacing them regularly. Wombats can cope 
with a small burden of this parasite, but in times of stress, low food availability or 
high population density they can become susceptible to a worse infestation 
(Wombat Protection Society of Australia 2011). 
Treatment 
A topical or oral anthelmintic treatment such as Ivermectin® or other proven anti-
parasitic agents can eliminate mite infestations. Multiple doses per wombat and 
the treatment of burrow systems might be required. 
Zoonotic  
Yes 
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References  
(Jackson 2007; Rose 2005; Woolford, n.d; Simpson et al., 2016) 

 

 

Figure 17 A mange infected wombat at Mt. William NP in 2016 (April Stubbs). 

Ticks 

Cause 
Aponomma auruginans, Ixodes tasmani, I. cornuatus and I. victoriensis are 
species of ticks that live in the fur of bare-nosed wombats, biting and feeding on 
blood.  
Signs/Symptoms  
Itchiness, anaemia, and in severe cases death can occur. 
Prevention  
Frontline® treatment can be used as a preventative and changing the bedding 
frequently. 
Treatment  
Frontline® containing miticide can be used to treat ticks. 
Zoonotic  
Yes 

Fleas 

Cause  
Lycopsylla nova species and Echidnophaga spp infect wombats by living on the 
fur of individuals, in particular on the belly and cause irritation by biting them. 
Signs/Symptoms  
Scratching, red bite marks, swelling of the skin and dermatitis 
Prevention  
Hygiene of bedding and housing to minimise the risk of fleas establishing, several 
oils act as natural insect repellents such as citronella. 
Treatment  
Frontline® will also act on fleas as described above. Raw coconut also acts as a 
natural insect repellent and will soothe any flea bites. Natural oils that have anti-
inflammatory properties can be used, such as lavender oil. 
Zoonotic  
Yes 
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References 
(Woolford, n.d) 

Nematodes (endoparasite) 
Many nematodes have been found in the stomach of the bare-nosed wombat 
including  

• Oesophagostomoides giltneri (not pathogenic) 

• O. longispicularis  

• Phascolostrongylus  

• Baylisascaris tasmaniensis is another pathogenic nematode which causes 
granulomas in the wall of the intestines and other organs.  

• Marsupostrongylus coulsoni (lungworm) 
(Jackson 2007; Woolford, n.d). 
 

Cestodes (endoparasites) 
Progamotaenia festiva and Taenia hydatigena are two cestodes found to be 
pathogenic for Bare-nosed Wombats. Other cestodes which have the potential to 
be pathogenic include Echinococcus granulosus, Anoplotaenia dasyure, 
Phasocolotaenia comani and Paramonezia johnstoni. 

 
Trematodes (endoparasites) 

Faciola hepatica continues to be a major threat to both livestock and wildlife in 
Australia. Wombats are one such species capable of being infected but are not 
considered a major reservoir (Woolford, n.d). 
 
Treatment of Nematodes, Cestodes and Trematodes 
Ivermectin® is one of the most popular anthelmintic drugs used around the world 
today and has been since its innovation in the early 1970s. It’s affordable, 
effective on a broad spectrum of internal and external parasites and easily 
applied (topical or oral). Albendazole® is another common drug used to treat 
nematodes and pyrethrin-based chemicals can also be used against 
ectoparasites (Pedersen & Fenton 2015). 
 

Nutritional diseases 

Copper toxicity  

Cause  
A diet with high copper levels. For example, copper levels of 36ppm has resulted 
in death of captive wombats.  
Signs/Symptoms  
No clinical signs of disease before death occurs. Acute intravascular haemolysis 
is observed through investigation. 
Prevention  
A suitable, diet low in copper should be provided in captivity. 
Treatment 
Treatment is usually not required due to the lack of clinical signs before sudden 
death. However, use of Penicillamine has proven to increase copper secretion in 
sheep, and Vitamin C has proven to reduce the damage to red blood cells. 
References  
(Woolford, n.d; Blakely 2013) 



Husbandry Guidelines for Bare-nosed Wombat V.u tasmaniensis A. Stubbs 2017 

30 
 

Hypervitaminosis D 

Cause  
A diet too high in Vitamin D. Hand-raised wombats have been observed to suffer 
from this disease when given unsuitable milk replacers rather than marsupial milk 
formula. 
Signs/Symptoms  
Bone lesions and soft tissue mineralisation. 
Prevention  
The provision of an appropriate diet for young wombats such as Wombaroo® 
marsupial milk formula and grass will prevent hypervitaminosis D. 
Treatment  
Not known 
References  
(Woolford, n.d) 
 

Lactose excess/intolerance 

Cause  
When wombats (young) are fed non-marsupial milk/milk formula 
Signs/Symptoms  
Diarrhoea and cataracts 
Prevention appropriate marsupial milk formulas should be fed to orphaned 
wombat joeys. These will be low in lactose. 
Treatment  
Not known 
References  
(Ladds 2009; Woolford, n.d) 

 
Dentition deformation 
Cause  
Wombats can develop abnormal dental formation if fed incorrectly when reared. 
Carers should ensure they are using the right teats for the age of the wombat and 
alternating sides in which they feed from. Wombats also need to maintain the 
length of their teeth which are rootless and show continuous growth. To do this 
wombat feed on a variety of tough grasses and vegetation types. They also wear 
their teeth down by ripping at roots when burrowing and by chewing on barked 
logs.  
Signs/Symptoms  
obvious misalignment of the teeth, overgrown teeth, disinterest in feeding (due to 
the pain) and loss of body condition. 
Prevention  
keepers need to provide barked logs, wild grasses and hard feed types for 
wombats to chew and consume. Routine dental checks also allow for early 
detection of a dental issue. 
Treatment  
Veterinarians can file teeth down if needed but alignment is more difficult. 

 
Twisted Bowel 
Twisted bowel is one of the most common health issues associated with the 
death of captive wombats.  
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8.5 Quarantine  
A 30 day quarantine period is required unless the situation or veterinarian 
suggests longer [Australian Ministers Responsible for Primary Industries 2014 
(a)].  
 

9.0 Behaviour 

9.1 Activity 

The bare nosed wombat is a nocturnal, fossorial animal that emerges from its 
burrow at night to graze, investigate burrows, dig, furnish burrows, and mate 
when females are in oestrus. Wombats often display peak activity around dusk 
and continue through to the late evening before resting and venturing out again 
before dawn.  

Time of emergence is likely influenced by many factors in the wild including the 
season, weather, food availability, predator presence as well as the individuals 
age and energy requirement (Story et al., 2014, p. 35-43).   
During the summer months adult wombats are seldom seen out of their burrows 
during the day. Instead they wait until the weather has cooled below 20oC before 
making their way up and out of the burrow. This behaviour results has most likely 
been adapted due the wombat’s lack of sweat glands and thus inability to 
thermoregulate as temperatures exceed 25oC. As autumn and winter arrive, the 
weather is suitable for wombats to venture out during the day.  
Diurnal emergence is also linked to food availability. In times of drought or winter 
when vegetation is scarce, wombats can be seen grazing during the day in order 
to meet their energy requirements (Story et al., 2014, p. 35-43).  
Metabolic requirements are also higher at times of illness. A study by Borchard et 
al (2012) suggests that diurnal activity is observed more in wombats affected by 
mange. It is suggested that there is an increased energy requirement due to the 
need to mount an immune response and counteract the resulting loss in body 
condition.  

As nocturnal animals, wombats have quite poor eyesight. To compensate for this, 
wombats have impressive hearing and sense of smell. They also have a good set 
of whiskers that detect sound vibrations, movement and objects within their 
environment. Wild wombats are generally very aware of their surroundings and 
when spooked they will run and seek refuge in one of their many burrows. 

9.2 Social behaviour  

Wombats are solitary animals who will actively avoid other wombats and animals 
in the wild. They purposely mark out their territory by leaving cube-like scats in 
prominent areas such as raised ground, fallen logs, bare patches of dirt and the 
tops of their burrows to mark occupancy. Individual scats also signal to other 
wombats the sex, age, health and reproductive status of the wombat to others in 
the area. They also contain progesterone hormones which signal oestrus of 
females. 
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In captivity and hand-rearing situations, 
wombats can often be ‘buddied up’ or 
socialised successfully (figure 18). This 
compatibility needs to be weight/age 
matched to ensure the animals are at the 
same development stage. It is also 
important that when the buddied wombats 
reach certain developmental stages 
(dispersal age) that the pairing is 
reassessed.  

Wombats can be aggressive towards each 
other when unhappy or threatened. The 
sharp claws and teeth, as well as their 
powerful bodies mean they can cause 
serious harm to each other.            Figure 18 Young wombats socialising. 

 

9.3 Reproductive Behaviour 

While much is still unknown about this species, keepers and scientists have 
noted some behaviours that appear to be linked with reproduction. Several 
studies indicate that both wild and captive females increase their activity levels 
noticeably around their oestrous period. This is an important factor as many other 
aspects such as urogenital and pouch morphology fail to indicate oestrous 
accurately. Thus female activity levels and behaviour might be a more accurate 
way for keepers monitor the reproductive cycle of the wombats in their care. 
Activity levels can indicate the correct time for keepers to introduce males to 
breed.  

Males also show some changes in behaviour possibly in response to the urine 
spraying and faecal dropping carried out by females. A behaviour known as the 
Flehmen response, mostly observed in ungulates has been recorded in wombats. 
When sniffing at a female’s scats or urine droppings the male sometimes throws 
his head back and curls his upper lip exposing his teeth. One explanation for this 
behaviour is that the lip curling action increases the diameter of the nasal 
passages allowing for better scent detection. The detection of female hormones 
would be an important factor for males to detect females coming onto heat and 
thus, successively breeding.   

Preoestrous activity by females has been observed and soliciting behaviours 
including vocalisation, pacing, leaving urine and faecal dropping in prominent 
areas and approximating themselves closer to males (physical contact through 
presenting themselves to males) and their territories are often seen before 
courtship. 

9.4 Bathing 

Wombats, while being powerful swimmers, have not known to be lovers of water 
and being bathed. Bathing is not recommended when hand-rearing a wombat, 
instead wipes can be used to maintain joey hygiene when required. 
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9.5 Behavioural Problems 

Modern day keeping and animal facilities work extremely hard to provide 
naturalistic enclosures and enrichment for the wombats in their care. However, 
stereotypic behaviour such as pacing, head throwing, gnawing and scratching at 
fences and gates unfortunately can still be seen at times. Aggression, biting and 
chiselling are also unwanted behavioural problems seen in captive wombats. 
However, these behaviours can be natural, thus it is unreasonable for us to 
expect behaviours that border on domestic.  

9.6 Signs of Stress  

Stress can be endured by wombats of all ages with certain situations making 
stress more likely. Some examples of stressful situations include: 

• capture myopathy  

• sickness 

• incompatible pairings 

• insufficient housing space 

• enclosures fail to provide areas/mechanisms for wombats to cool down 

Signs of stress include: 

• Vocalisation 

• Pacing 

• Biting/gnawing at barriers 

• Joeys being hand reared might excessively suck at body parts 

• Pink, hot feet pads (heat stress) 

• Disinterest in food 

• Changes in faecal consistency 

• Aggression towards enclosure mates and keepers.  

Stress over a longer period of time can lead to weight loss and overall decline in 
body condition (fur and skin).  

9.7 Behavioural Enrichment 
In today’s zoos enrichment comes in many forms, both from artificial and natural 
sources. Keepers can put their minds to designing and creating feed objects 
which encourage mental stimulation and extended periods used to gain food (this 
mimics foraging in the wild). Natural enrichment ideas include food items and 
other things found in the wombats’ wild habitat to mentally and physically 
stimulate them. Some examples are listed below: 

• Spicing up the daily feed by altering the usual presentation and 
type/flavour of food given. Trowunna Wildlife Sanctuary alternates 
between offering rolled oats and coconut and low kilojoule vegetables 
(carrots, sweet potato, pumpkin, etc) in with their daily high fibre 
grain/pellet mix and fresh grass. The food bowl is also moved and hidden 
around the enclosure so the bowl isn’t in the same place every day. This 
encourages exploration.  

• Removing, adding and changing around the enclosure furniture.  This 
is not only enriching but also ensures good hygiene. Keepers can provide 
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new over turned logs (barked) and boulders for climbing. The bare-nosed 
wombat is a capable climber and will often burrow at the base of these. 
Wombats will also mark their territory by depositing cube-shaped scats at 
high points within their territory (expression of natural behaviour). In 
addition, wombats will chew and scratch at barked logs which is great for 
their dental maintenance. 

• Scent enrichment can be achieved by scattering the scats of another 
wombats and species. This also gives the impression that the individuals 
are not alone.  Scent enrichment encourages exploration and stimulates 
their olfactory sensory system.  

• Socialisation. This is often done with hand-reared joeys as the ‘buddy 
system’ allows the young wombat to bond with another similar aged 
wombat and reduces dependency on carers. Adult wombats can be 
incredibly difficult to socialise unless they have been reared in the social 
system or if enclosures allow for plenty of space for each animal. 
Trowunna Wildlife Sanctuary has large enough enclosures to have 
anywhere up to 5 wombats in a social enclosure. Keepers must monitor 
any social structures carefully. 

• Training. Keepers can use things such as clickers and target poles to train 
the wombats to climb onto a scale, walk to certain target points and be 
more compliant with veterinary checks. This type of enrichment requires a 
lot of time and dedication to individual animals but can be worthwhile in 
that it can reduce stress and boredom in animals. 

• Burying food items such as carrot, corn and sweet potato underground in 
either sand pits or within long grass will encourage digging behaviour and 
physical activity. This is especially important for captive wombats whose 
enclosures do not allow for burrowing. 

• Installing hard bristled brushes. Brushed can be place against logs, 
shelters or tree trunks for wombats will allow wombats to rub up against 
(every wombat keeper knows how much wombats love to scratch). This 
activity also helps to rid of external parasites missed by keepers.  

• Grasses (tussocks) and browse. Keepers should also provide native 
browse, tussock grasses and barked branches for consumption, chewing 
at and for nesting material (grasses, straw, and browse). These are critical 
enrichment activities for good husbandry management (nesting is 
particularly important for breeding animals). Planting the grasses will be 
even more beneficial as the wombats will dig these up and chew at the 
roots. 
 

9.8 Introductions and Removals 
Wombats are solitary animals that will purposely avoid each other in the wild. 
When introducing wombats in captivity, keepers must monitor the individuals 
carefully and have a safe, efficient plan in place to separate them is needed. If 
left unmonitored this species has the ability to inflict serious injury on each other.  
Young wombats (still at pouch age <8 months) are the easiest to introduce to 
each other as they don’t have the instinct or ability to injure one another and are 
more likely to bond. 
Adults can be much more difficult to introduce. Space is a key factor for keepers 
to ensure each adult establishes their own territory and their own burrow 
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systems. It is important when first introducing a breeding pair that keepers allow 
the male to establish his own territory and then introduce the female into his 
space (Lanes & Barnes 2005). To remove an adult wombat at least two trained 
staff members should be present (refer to capture and restraint). Aggressive 
animals might need to be removed before serious injuries are inflicted. 
 

9.9 Intraspecific Compatibility 
In captivity, bare-nosed wombats are usually housed as a solitary animal or in 
compatible pairs. For enclosures that are only just the standard requirement size, 
to meet the standard housing requirements, no more than 2 individuals should be 
housed together. Either sexes can be housed together but once males are 
18months of age they should be housed separately. At Trowunna Wildlife 
Sanctuary certain enclosures are sufficient in size to successfully house 5 adult 
bare-nosed wombats and have them breed. 

 
9.10 Interspecific Compatibility 
While large enclosures can allow for interspecific housing, it is not recommended 
to house bare-nosed wombats with other species. Their size and nature means 
smaller animals could be easily injured or killed. There has been some success 
housing large wallaby species with wombats and it would be an experienced 
keeper’s decision to try this.  

9.11 Sustainability to Captivity 

Facilities need to be equipped to house such a large and quite destructive 
species. They are known as ‘bulldozers’ for a reason and insufficient housing and 
enrichment provision can lead to stereotypic behaviour and determined escapes. 
Orphaned wombats, reared by carers can be successfully kept in captivity 
feeding off the grain and fresh grass they have been raised on. Keepers must 
remember that instinct for this species is strong and thus, hand rearing does not 
domesticate this species. They need to be provided with natural aspects in their 
enclosure that allow them to forage, dig and carry out nocturnal behaviour. 

10.0 Breeding  

Currently there is little known about the 
reproductive cycle and behaviour of the 
three wombat species. The fact that 
wombats have been extremely difficult 
to monitor and breed in captivity as well 
undertake research on in the wild has 
meant the bare-nosed wombat remains 
much of a mystery even today.  

Wombats are a marsupial which means 
at birth they are significantly 
undeveloped and require the controlled 
environment and nutrition provided by 
the pouch. Wombat  
gestation is approximately 30-32 days, 
followed by the joey spending the first  
8 months or so developing in the pouch. The pouch provides warmth (around 

Figure 19 female with pouch young  
(Trowunna WP 2017) 
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31oC); protection (from weather and predators); a soft, moist environment for fur 
to develop; and nutrition via the 2 teats.  

At birth wombats are unfurred, incapable of thermoregulation, their mouths are 
fused to the teat (separates by 4-5 months of age) and they are yet to develop an 
immune defence. Joeys of this age are referred to as a pinkie and are incredibly 
difficult to rear, generally those under 110g are considered unviable.  

Once separated from the teat a joey is more viable to rear even in the absence of 
fur. By around 5-6 months of age 1mm of fur has developed to cover the body. 
Once furred, joeys start to thermoregulate, however their body temperature 
should be checked by either a thermometer or by touch (the body should be 
warm to touch).  

By around 8 months the joey is emerging from the pouch and beginning to 
explore and graze grass. From 12 months of age onwards the joey is eating 
mostly solids and weaning has begun.    

10.1 Mating system   

The opportunity to observe the mating behaviour of the bare-nosed wombat is 
extremely rare both in the wild and in captivity. This species is still much of a 
mystery but for a small number of zookeepers and scientists they have been 
lucky enough to see and document these events.   

The actual oestrous or receptivity period is suggested to be quite a short window 
of opportunity (see chapter 9.3 for reproductive behaviour). Peters & Rose (1979) 
observed a receptivity period of as little as 15 hours. Firstly investigation needs to 
occur by the males, followed by the attraction phase where females may present 
themselves and then an intense chase is often observed. Eventually the female 
lets up or possibly reaches a level of exhaustion that allows the male to get into a 
position where he can grasp the female around her middle with his forelegs and 
using his teeth to grasp a tuft of fur on the neck region. Copulation occurs when 
the male rolls onto his side pulling the female with him and mounting her. This 
can last up to half an hour with the female often breaking away at a jog causing 
the cycle to repeat (Treby 2005; A Kelly 2016, pers. comm., 16 August) 

10.2 Ease of breeding 

The breeding of Bare-nosed wombats in captivity has improved in the last 10 
years with several Australian and international zoos gaining the necessary 
husbandry skills to show success. A research investigation saw that the first 
observed wombat twins were born at Western Plains Zoo in NSW. More recently, 
two Tasmanian bare-nosed wombats have bred at Trowunna WP (2016). 

There are many factors that determine whether introductions and breeding will be 
successful. These include: 

• Enclosures need to provide sufficient space for courtship (chase) and for 
the animals to separate if incompatible. 

• The diet needs to be adequate to ensure females have the body condition 
to breed and rear their offspring.  

• Enrichment and natural aspects to enclosures are important. The wombat 
needs to be happy with its environment so that it can raise its young there. 
Burrows or good nest boxes are critical. 
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• Nesting material is a key factor for a lot of species. Nesting is a behaviour 
carried out before or after breeding to create an environment to raise their 
young.  

• Compatibility is probably the most important aspect. If wombat pairings are 
incompatible then there is no hope of breeding. As V. u. tasmaniensis is a 
solitary species known to be quite aggressive. As such, introducing 
breeding pairs can be slow and tedious work.  

 
Trowunna WPs success was achieved by breeding the wombats in large 
social situations, in enclosures with grass substrate, a dam, logs, shelters and 
more than one natural burrow per wombat. The diet consisted of grass and a 
daily feed (~500g) of high fibre grain and macropod pellets. Females were 
caught, pouch checked and then given their own individual enclosures to rear 
their young until dispersal.  

 

Figure 20 A wombat with a noticeably large bulge in her pouch at Trowunna WP. 
The young was approximately 6 months old (2017). 

10.3 Reproductive condition 

10.3.1 Females 

Females approximately 15kg and above in weight will begin to cycle and 
reproduce. 

10.3.2 Males 

Males are similar in age to females when ready to breed. Sexual maturity can 
be reached anywhere from 18months of age onwards. 

10.4 Techniques used to control breeding 

The most basic control of breeding and contraception is the introduction and 
removal of individuals from an enclosure. Currently no artificial reproductive 
technologies exist for this species.  

10.5 Occurrence of hybrids 

N/A 

10.6 Timing of breeding 
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Bare-nosed wombats are polyoestrous marsupials capable of breeding all year 
round. Despite this, in Tasmania most pouch young are observed after winter 
breeding (August to October).  It appears that breeding depends on geographic 
location, the further south the wombat lives the later they breed. 

10.7 Age at first breeding and last breeding 

Females have been known to breed from 15kg in size which can be reached by 
about 18 months of age. While it appears to be quite rare for females to breed 
this young there is proof of this early reproduction in life. As with many mammals, 
breeding age is thought to be linked with body mass; a certain weight is 
necessary for a female to be capable of rearing her offspring.  

10.8 Ability to breed every year 

Once females begin to breed they will produce offspring every 2 years. The 
young remain with their mother for 18-22 months.  

10.9 Nesting and burrowing requirements 

Wombats that are either permitted to burrow or are supplied with heavy duty bins, 
artificial burrows or a shelter box, will need to be provided with straw, loose grass 
and other vegetation types to carry down into their shelter. Nesting is a natural 
thing for wombats to carry out, pregnant females in particular. They will carry the 
material in their mouth and build their own nest.  

10.10 Breeding diet 

Wombats can breed with a normal diet. Fresh grass or naturally growing grasses 
in enclosures are an important part of wombats being healthy in captivity, in 
particular at breeding season. 

10.11 Oestrous cycle and gestation period 

Studies suggest the oestrous cycle from approximately 33 days (Peters & Rose 
1979) to 55 (±11.7) days (Paris et al. 2002). A recent reproductive study 
completed by West et al. (2004) found the oestrous cycle period to be ~47.2 days 
on average.  

Breeding at Dreamworlds’ Australian wildlife section suggest the gestation period 
for the bare-nosed wombat is approximately 31 days.  

10.12 Number of young 

Females will usually only produce one joey each breeding season. While it is very 
rare, twins have occurred in captivity.  

10.13  Age at weaning 

Joeys are usually weaned between 12 and 15months of age. 

10.14  Age at removal from parents 

Offspring in the wild disperse from their mother between 18 and 22 months of 
age. A change in behaviour is an indicator of this and should be monitored 
closely when the joey is approaching this age. Spending time alone, at different 
sides of enclosure and even aggression in some circumstances can indicate the 
young is ready to be removed from its mother. 
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10.15 Growth and development 

Refer to Appendix 1 to see the estimated growth rate and feed requirements of 
young wombats from 60 days of age until weaning. This chart is most likely 
adapted from the development of the mainland bare-nosed wombat.  

11.0 Artificial Rearing  

11.1 Housing 
When rearing a joey the environment must be set up to meet the specific age and 
development requirements of that individual. The housing area should be warm, 
dry and draught free for either a pouch to be hung or placed within a box/cot. The 
pouch should be a snug fit to replicate the mother’s pouch which expands as the 
joey grows. Ideally a carer will have many pouches on hand to maintain good 
hygiene. A pouch can be hung in a bag somewhere it will not be disturbed and 
the joey cannot fall out. An alternative set up is a sturdy box or pet dome filled 
with blankets with the pouch placed on top (figure 21). Joeys that are too young 
to thermoregulate must be provided with a heat source maintained at 31oC (this 
temperature can be decreased to 28oC when fur is developed).  

 

Figure 21 A pet dome is ideal for rearing wombats and other mammals. These 
can be purchased at most pet stores.  

As the wombat begins to explore, a portacot or large, sturdy dog cage can be 
used to contain the wombat when not being allowed to venture outside. A small 
enclosure might be built to allow outside time and socialising with other young 
wombats. 

A latrine site is also needed from approximately 8 months of age. A sturdy box or 
plastic igloo will provide a private (and preferably dark) place to hide their scats. 
This is a natural thing for young wombats to do in the wild and instinctively when 
being hand-reared.  

11.2 Temperature requirements 
It is vital that the body temperature of wombats being reared is maintained 
closely. A joey that is still yet to develop its fur and begin thermoregulating needs 
to be kept in an environment and given an external heat source to allow for a 
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body temperature of 31oC to be maintained. A thermometer should be kept on 
hand or set up permanently in the pouch. A heat pad with a thermostat are the 
most advised tools to keep a joey warm but if necessary, a hot water bottle or 
similar can be used. It is important to ensure a thick layer lies between such a 
heat source and the joey. As a joey grows the external temperature can be 
decreased to ~28oC. It is critical that carers do not overheat the joeys in their 
care. 

11.3 Diet and feeding routine 

Milk formulas such as Wombaroo®-wombat or Divetelact are suitable for feeding 
young wombats. These formulas are low lactose and designed to meet the 
dietary requirements specific to wombats or more broadly for various marsupial 
species. Wombaroo®-wombat is useful due to different age factor formula’s being 
available to meet the dietary requirements of a growing wombat (<0.4, 0.4, >0.6). 
Milk can be made up fresh using pre-boiled warm water and warmed to luke-
warm for feeding. Colostrum (Wombaroo®-Impact) can be added for pinkie aged 
wombats or as a supplement for malnourished joeys. Formula should be made 
up fresh each day and stored in the refrigerator (<4oC) for no longer than a day or 
frozen for up to 2 weeks (Wombaroo 2016).  

A group of Tasmanian wildlife carers have developed a recipe to start new or sick 
orphans on. While there is no scientific data to back this recipe, carers have seen 
improvement in their joeys by using the following formula. 

Starter formula recipe 

For the first week use: 

• 6 spoons of impact 

• 4 scoops of divetelac 

• 250mL of water 

For the second week use: 

• 6 scoops of impact 

• 4 scoops of divetelac  

• Only 200mL water (A Stiboy 2017, pers. Comm., 13 March) 

By 6 months of age, solids can start to be introduced into the diet including 
grasses and grain (see nutrition chapter 6). Wombats will eat a range of 
vegetation including leaves and roots in addition to small amounts of soil. They 
will also use their teeth and claws to strip bark from trees. Providing a water bowl 
is now necessary in addition to bottle feeding.  

From 12 months of age onwards, it is time to start weaning from the bottle and 
convincing the wombat to lap milk and then water from a bowl. By 15-18 months 
the wombat should no longer be drinking milk, however, sprinkling milk powder 
on grain as a supplement can be useful.  

11.4 Specific requirements 

Wombats are a particularly dependent animal when young. Thus, taking on a 
joey is a big commitment where carers need to be able to give 24 hours a day to 
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the care. At a young age the joey will be carried in an artificial pouch up until 
around 8 months. After this time the joey will go between its pouch and following 
its carer on foot. They are also an animal that requires a lot of space and the 
ability to learn to dig and graze naturally from a young age. Rearing a wombat is 
a very demanding but rewarding job.  

Rearing young animals requires strict hygiene to avoid joeys becoming ill. 
Toileting is required after each feed when the wombats are young. As the 
wombat begins to emerge from its pouch to self-toilet, carer intervention can 
cease. Toileting can be carried out using a clean, warm damp cloth by lightly 
wiping or tapping the cloth over the cloaca. The warm, wet sensation will usually 
stimulate toileting if needed. Ensure the joey is cleaned with the warm cloth 
afterwards to prevent soiling the pouch and the joey self-grooming.  

11.5 Data recording 

Records are an important part of successful hand rearing. Good records can help 
other carers raise wombats and a range of data can contribute to research. 
Aspects of rearing that should be recorded the weight changes (weekly), sex, 
microchip ID (if implemented), feed intake, health issues, veterinary 
treatment/history, food preferences and even personality (If they are social, a 
biter, etc.).  

11.6  Identification methods 

Wombats can be microchipped just above the shoulder blade.  Detailed personal 
records can include coat colour and any unique markings.  

11.7 Hygiene 

Hygiene is a critical factor for avoiding infection and disease. Carers must 
maintain a high standard of hygiene for him/herself, feeding equipment, toileting, 
bedding and food storage. Bedding should be changed as necessary, this might 
be when bedding is soiled or food is spilled. F10 disinfectant can be used to 
clean flooring and enclosures. Care must be taken with using commercial 
detergents in case of animal sensitivity. If an issue arises natural products can 
used such as tea tree or alternatives.  

11.8  Behavioural considerations 

Young wombats are very dependent up until weaning age. A stuffed toy can be 
used for comfort and company, otherwise buddying up young wombats appears 
to settle them and reduce stress endured by carer and joey. When buddying up 
joeys it is important they are of similar size. A male should be smaller in size if 
being paired with a female.  

Solitary raised joeys need additional attention; they require being in pouch or at 
foot with their carer continuously.  

Joeys will be used to drinking and sleeping in a dark pouch. Thus it is important 
when bottle feeding that you cover the joeys eyes with your hand. Once a 
wombat is familiar with the feeding routine it will not be necessary to cover the 
eyes. 
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It is important for normal behavioural development that young wombats are 
provided with barked logs, thick polypiping or hollowed logs in addition to being 
allowed to naturally dig as they grow. 

At weaning and dispersal the behaviour of a wombat will generally develop a 
preference to be solitary rather than with other wombats. Wombats can inflict 
serious injury if not separated at the appropriate age. Close monitoring is 
important to pick up the changes.  

11.9 Use of foster species 

N/A. 

11.10 Weaning 

Weaning will occur in the wild between 12 and 15 months. See chapter 11.3.  

11.11  Rehabilitation and release procedures 

Wombats are curious animals and will begin to venture out of the pouch and start 
digging and tasting different things in their environment (including grass). Before 
releasing a reared wombat back into the wild it must learn to burrow, graze and 
socialise. Luckily most wombats retain this natural behaviour and carers can 
slowly prepare the joey by allowing them to explore outside within an enclosure 
or fence line. This will allow them to start displaying those behaviours and being 
most active at night. Carers should reduce the time spent with their wombat so 
they are less likely to approach humans when released. At maturity, wombats are 
less likely to seek out attention.   

A wombat to be released should have already been living outside, digging 
burrows and grazing natural vegetation. When choosing a release spot, carers 
should consider an area away from busy roads, urbanisation, presence of mange 
and too high a density of wombats. Thus, wombats have a greater chance of 
surviving and establishing their own territory.  
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Glossary 
 

• Fossorial- an animal that digs and is adapted to living (some of) its life 
underground. 

• Vestigial- a feature of an organism that is disappearing overtime as a 
result of no longer being needed (in the course of evolution). 

• Substrate- the surface material in which things grow in, are lived on or 
from which nutrients are gained from. 

• Subclinical- in reference to a disease that lacks in severity and thus readily 
observable signs/symptoms. 

• Anthelmintics – a group of antiparasitic drugs that expel internal parasitic 
worms and other parsites from the body. 

• Dermatitis- an irritation/inflammation of the skin resulting from different 
causes/diseases 

• Intravascular haemolysis- a rupture of red blood cells within the vessels 

• Oestrus- sexual receptivity (fertility) of mammals 

• Oestrous cycle- female reproductive cycle controlled by several hormones. 

• Thermoregulate – ability to regulate one’s own body temperature. 

• Polyoestrous- an animal that has more than one period of oestrus a year, 
thus receptivity and ability to breed several times throughout the year. 

• Capture Myopathy- a disease associated with the stress of capture. The 
body reacts in an abnormal way to this event, even resulting in death.  

• Urogenital- relating to the urinary or genital organs (or both). 

• Pouch morphology- observable features and changes in the pouch 
appearance (colour, structure, temperature etc.)  

• Cloaca- a common outlet for the intestinal, urinary and genital tracts open 
in to. 
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Appendix1. Wombaroo®-wombat milk formula guideline.  
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See the Wombaroo® website for more details on rearing wombats and nutrition. 
http://www.wombaroo.com.au/resources/Milk%20for%20Wombats.pdf  
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