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Disease profile 
Common 
Name 

Ring-tailed Possum / Brush-tailed Possum 

Genus / species Pseudocheirus peregrinus (Ring-tails) Trichosurus vulpecular (Brush-tails) 
Identification Ringtails have a cream coloured belly and very thin looking tail. Brush-tails have 

a yellow coloured belly and a “plumose” tail 
Life cycle Possums are marsupials that breed twice a year in Sydney. They live in families 

with a single male, several females, juveniles (not yet reproductively mature) and 
young.  

Host Most flowers and foliage of most trees. Plumaria seems to be left alone. Large 
trees and whole areas of trees can be defoliated. Ring-tails are coprophagous. 

Symptoms Very sparse canopy. Reduced leaf size from repeated grazing. Buds present but 
not appearing to open. Tree is green to most of the tips and there roots appear 
functional yet there is little or no canopy 

Signs  In most instances some portion of the leaf is occasionally left. Scat is usually 
present under the tree. 

Chemical 
control 

Not permissible other than as an olfactory or gustatory deterrent. In Melbourne 
Brush-tailed Possums causing significant damage to trees may be may be caught 
and put down by a vet. 

Behavioural 
control 

Possums are very habitual and once they start grazing on a tree they will often 
continue to graze the tree until it is completely defoliated. There are a number of 
deterrent and generally a number of these will need to be used in rotation to try 
and dissuade the possum from grazing.  
The following have been suggested as deterrents. 

• Naphthalene balls 
• Chilli spray 
• Camphor oil (although I have seen them graze Camphor Laurels) 
• Possum bands 
• Water spray systems such as Scarecrow 
• Ping wire along fences 
• Ultrasonic devices (‘PossOff’ is currently withdrawn from the market 

because of component reliability) 
• Supplementary food and water. (Whilst this may seem counter intuitive it 

is logical. Well-fed possums will eat less of the tree. It will result in some 
increased breeding but once the colony reaches its threshold size it makes 
little difference.) 

• Cats and dogs (dog hair is also said to be of some benefit) 
Trapping Trapping is permissible (traps are available from Kennard’s Hire) but the 

possums must be re-released within 50 metres of the trapping site. 
Other I believe that overgrazing by possums is more common during dry periods. The 

logic is that overgrazing stimulates a flush of new growth, which by its very 
nature has a higher moisture content (by weight) and lower fibre content. This is 
particularly important, I suspect, in the case of the ringtail due to its coprophagia 
and due to the fact that it is far more arboreal and therefore less likely to descend 
down to the ground to drink. 
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Possums can kill a tree or even a group of trees. No leaves, the bark retained and healthy roots all 

add up to possum damage. Other problems are secondary. 
 

 
   Leaves chewed from the ends with petioles and some leaf bases left is typical of their grazing habit 
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Almost complete defoliation on Ficus rubiginosa Grazed leaves (circled) are barely visible. 
 

 
Grazing on Citrus 
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Overgrazing on Ficus elastica 

 

 
Possum banding works when the only access is 
from the ground 

 


