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This study was developed to improve the quality of life of native animals in a captive environment.
To do this it was determined that the oral health of captive colonies should reflect that of their wild
counterparts, assuming that their oral health status by age is normal for a given species. A
randomized review of 5,000 animal keeper records of wild Koalas between 1990 and 2005 showed
that for this species oral health problems were occurring but were being overlooked as not related to
animal health decline. It also revealed that examiners did not have the necessary skills to identify
problems as they were occurring. Only 1.6% of all records showed any attempts at assessing oral
abnormalities. Notation of mastication problems and depression of feeding were only recorded as
observations with no follow up procedures instigated.

When developing the oral health guidelines, koalas were used as a species representative of native
animals. One hundred wild koalas were examined and gingivitis, calculus, bleeding on probing and
staining were graded from 0-healthy to 3-severe. For this species all animals aged 1 to 3 were
reported as having good oral health. Animals within 4 to 8 years old were more prone to oral health
problems and animals over 12 years decline contributed to natural old age death. Malocclusions
across all ages also contributed to declines in general health.

From this information a visual aid and reporting chart was developed and tested. The charting
system uses simplified language and a DVD of the examination procedure is provided for as
additional aid. This chart has now been used in zoos throughout South East Queensland to
examine captive colonies. The examination system has now been divided into full oral or a quick
checkup examination. Scores from the chart are formulated into an index which is used to monitor
changes over time. The DVD contains a section on analysis which provides the examiner with
proactive steps to take if a decline in oral health is scored.

The chart is generic in terms to allow it to be used across all species. Examination of other native
species has shown that certain species have particular oral concerns whereas others may not require
constant monitoring. Flying foxes were graded as having consistent good oral health where as
Sugar gliders and Bandicoots have all scored as requiring constant monitoring.

Monitoring of animals in Dreamworld and Currumbin Wildlife Sanctuary is currently underway.
Specific animals within these zoos have been identified as having on going issues with teeth. These
are being monitored and actions have been put in place to rectify problems. In regard to general
oral health of captive koalas these were found to have a higher rate of malocclusions and bleeding
than recorded in wild koalas. Indications are that the malocclusion is reducing the overall longevity
of animals inflicted with severe occlusion problems.

By developing a knowledge base of what is normal oral health for native species zoos can now
manage and prevent abnormal oral health decline. The charting system is currently being used only
within South East Queensland zoos with workshops being held to introduce the system to wildlife
carers, keepers and veterinarians. It is expected to be distributed throughout other Australian and
international zoos in the near future.






