
Keywords: taxonomy; mtDNA; marsupial; Potoroidae; phylogeography; biogeography; Tasmania 
Corresponding author: Greta J. Frankham  Greta.Frankham@Australian.Museum
Received: 3 February 2020  Accepted: 21 August 2020  Published: 25 November 2020 (in print and online simultaneously)
Publisher: The Australian Museum, Sydney, Australia (a statutory authority of, and principally funded by, the NSW State Government)
Citation: Frankham, Greta J., Linda E. Neaves, and Mark D. B. Eldridge. 2020. Genetic relationships of Long-nosed Potoroos Potorous tridactylus (Kerr, 
1792) from the Bass Strait Islands, with notes on the subspecies Potorous tridactylus benormi Courtney, 1963. In Papers in Honour of Ken Aplin, ed. 
Julien Louys, Sue O’Connor, and Kristofer M. Helgen. Records of the Australian Museum 72(5): 263–270. 
https://doi.org/10.3853/j.2201-4349.72.2020.1725
Copyright: © 2020 Frankham, Neaves, Eldridge. This is an open access article licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY 4.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any 
medium, provided the original authors and source are credited.

Records of the Australian Museum (2020)
vol. 72, issue no. 5, pp. 263–270
https://doi.org/10.3853/j.2201-4349.72.2020.1725

Genetic Relationships of Long-nosed Potoroos 
Potorous tridactylus (Kerr, 1792) from the Bass Strait Islands, 

with Notes on the Subspecies 
Potorous tridactylus benormi Courtney, 1963

Greta J. Frankham1     , Linda E. Neaves2     , and Mark D. B. Eldridge3

1 Australian Centre for Wildlife Genomics, Australian Museum Research Institute, 
Australian Museum, 1 William Street, Sydney NSW 2010, Australia

2 The Fenner School of Environment and Society, The Australian National University, Canberra ACT 2601; and 
Australian Museum Research Associate, 1 William Street, Sydney NSW 2010, Australia

3 Terrestrial Vertebrates, Australian Museum Research Institute, 
Australian Museum, 1 William Street, Sydney NSW 2010, Australia

Records of the Australian Museum
a peer-reviewed open-access journal

published by the Australian Museum, Sydney
communicating knowledge derived from our collections

ISSN 0067-1975 (print), 2201-4349 (online)

Abstract. Bass Strait is an important biogeographic barrier for Australian mammals, often resulting in 
significant genetic differentiation between populations on the mainland and Tasmania for species with a 
trans-Bassian distribution. King and Flinders Islands, in Bass Strait, are the largest remnants of the land 
bridge that once linked Tasmania with mainland Australia. Due to their remote locality and habitat loss on 
the islands since European settlement, little is known about the evolutionary movements of species across 
the former land bridge. Here we present genetic data, generated from museum skins, on the King and 
Flinders Island populations of Long-nosed Potoroo, Potorous tridactylus (Kerr, 1792) to investigate their 
affinities with other populations of this species. We also assessed the validity of the subspecies Potorous 
tridactylus benormi Courtney, 1963 described from King Island. Analysis of two partial mitochondrial 
DNA genes (CO1, ND2) indicate that potoroos on King and Flinders Islands are more closely related to 
Tasmanian rather than mainland potoroo populations. Molecular and morphological data from the holotype 
and paratype of Potorous tridactylus benormi does not support separate taxonomic status and places it 
within the Tasmanian subspecies Potorous tridactylus apicalis (Gould, 1851).

Introduction 
Bass Strait is a 240 km expanse of ocean that separates 
Victoria on mainland Australia and the island of Tasmania. 
It is relatively shallow, mostly less than 100 m deep, and 
during glacial cycles, sea level drops have resulted in the 
exposure of a land bridge—“the Bassian Plain”—facilitating 
the dispersal of species between mainland Australia and 
Tasmania. This land bridge was most recently exposed from 

around 43,000 years ago until around 14,000 years ago, 
including the period of the Last Glacial Maxima (Lambeck 
& Chappell, 2001) and since its most recent breakdown, 
has formed a biogeographic barrier for many species with a 
trans-Bassian distribution (Firestone, 1998; Symula et al., 
2008; Schultz et al., 2007; Toon et al., 2010).

Today, all that remains of this land bridge are over 50 
islands in Bass Strait (Fig. 1). Along the western edge of the 
former Bassian Plain lies King Island (c. 1100 sq km) located 
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