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Approved Conservation Advice for Botaurus poiciloptilus (Australasian Bittern)  

(s266B of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999) 

This Conservation Advice has been developed based on the best available information at the 
time this Conservation Advice was approved; this includes existing plans, records or 
management prescriptions for this species. 

Description 

Botaurus poiciloptilus, Family Ardeidae, also known as the Australasian Bittern, is a large, 
stocky, thick–necked heron–like bird with mottled brown and dark brown to black plumage. It 
grows to a length of 66–76 cm and has a wingspan of 1050–1180 cm. The Australasian 
Bittern has a straw yellow bill and the legs and feet are pale green to olive (Marchant and 
Higgins, 1990; Pizzey and Knight, 1997). It is also known as Boomer, Bullhead, Bunyip, 
Black–backed or Brown Bittern. 

Conservation Status 

The Australasian Bittern is listed as endangered. This species is eligible for listing as 
endangered under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 
(Cwlth) (EPBC Act) as the estimated total number of mature individuals of the species is low 
and evidence suggests that the number will continue to decline at a high rate. The species is 
also suspected to have undergone a severe reduction in population numbers as a result of 
the reduction in the species’ area of occupancy and the loss of habitat and breeding grounds 
(TSSC, 2010).  

The Australasian Bittern is also listed as vulnerable under the New South Wales Threatened 
Species Conservation Act 1995, vulnerable under the South Australian National Parks and 
Wildlife Act 1972, vulnerable under the Western Australian Wildlife Conservation Act 1950 
and threatened under the Victorian Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988. The Australasian 
Bittern is also listed as endangered under the International Union for Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN) Red List (Bird et al., 2009).  

Distribution and Habitat 

Internationally, the Australasian Bittern occurs in both New Zealand and New Caledonia. In 
Australia, the species occurs from south–east Queensland to south–east South Australia, 
Tasmania and in the south–west of Western Australia. The species’ Australian extent of 
occurrence is approximately 1 234 000 km2 and the area of occupancy is estimated to be 
around 1150 km2. Based on survey data from 2010, the total population of the Australasian 
Bittern in Australia is estimated to be between 250 and 800 individuals (Birds Australia, 
unpublished data., 2010). The population can be divided into two sub–populations, the 
south–eastern and south–western sub–populations. The Australasian Bittern’s preferred 
habitat is comprised of wetlands with tall dense vegetation, where it forages in still, shallow 
water up to 0.3 m deep, often at the edges of pools or waterways, or from platforms or mats 
of vegetation over deep water. It favours permanent and seasonal freshwater habitats, 
particularly those dominated by sedges, rushes and reeds (e.g. Phragmites, Cyperus, 
Eleocharis, Juncus, Typha, Baumea, Bolboschoenus) or cutting grass (Gahnia) growing over 
a muddy or peaty substrate (Marchant and Higgins, 1990).  

The distribution of this species overlaps with the following EPBC Act listed threatened 
ecological communities:  

 Littoral Rainforest and Coastal Vine Thickets of Eastern Australia; 

 Temperate Highland Peat Swamps on Sandstone; 

 Thrombolite (microbial) community of coastal freshwater lakes of the Swan Coastal 
Plain (Lake Richmond); 
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 Thrombolite (microbialite) Community of a Coastal Brackish Lake (Lake Clifton); 

 Upland Wetlands of the New England Tablelands and the Monaro Plateau; 

 Assemblages of plants and invertebrate animals of tumulus (organic mound) springs 
of the Swan Coastal Plain; 

 Sedgelands in Holocene dune swales of the southern Swan Coastal Plain; and 

 Swamps of the Fleurieu Peninsula. 

Threats 

The main identified threats to the Australasian Bittern are: reduction in extent and quality of 
habitat due to the diversion of water away from wetlands (primarily for irrigation as well as 
groundwater extraction); the drainage of swamps; the loss or alteration of wetland habitats 
due to clearing for urban and agricultural development; peat mining; predation by introduced 
vertebrate pests such as foxes (Vulpes vulpes) and cats (Felis catus); reduced water quality 
as a result of increasing salinity, siltation and pollution; and overgrazing by livestock and 
detrimental fire regimes (Marchant and Higgins, 1990; Kingsford and Thomas, 1995; Garnett 
and Crowley, 2000; Kingsford, 2000; Jaensch, 2004). 

Research Priorities 

Research priorities that would inform future regional and local priority actions include: 
 Design and implement a monitoring program or, if appropriate, support and enhance 

existing programs. 
 Undertake survey work in suitable habitat and potential habitat to locate any additional 

occurrences of the species.  
 More precisely assess the population size, distribution, biological features, breeding and 

ecological requirements and the relative impacts of the various threats relevant to this 
species. 

Regional Priority Actions  

The following regional priority recovery and threat abatement actions can be undertaken to 
support the recovery of the Australasian Bittern. 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 
 Monitor the progress of recovery, including the effectiveness of management actions and 

the need to adapt them if necessary.  
 Identify populations of high conservation priority. 
 Manage any changes to hydrology that may result in changes to water levels, salinity, 

sedimentation or pollution. 
 Work with governments and irrigators to maintain adequate environmental water flows 

into the species’ habitat, specifically to address the needs of this species.  

Animal Predation  
 Develop and implement a management plan to control the adverse impacts of foxes and 

cats in the region. 

Fire 
 Develop and implement a suitable fire management strategy for the habitat of the 

Australasian Bittern.  
 In particular, too frequent or intense fires can have a detrimental effect on the species 

through: 
o burning the vegetation which provides habitat for the species; and  
o destruction of the wetland’s peat substrate.  
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Local Priority Actions  

The following local priority recovery and threat abatement actions can be done to support the 
recovery of the Australasian Bittern. 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 
 Minimise disturbance and adverse impacts from land use at known sites, such as 

overgrazing, peat mining or inappropriate fire regimes. 
 Investigate formal conservation arrangements, management agreements and covenants 

on private land, and for crown and private land investigate inclusion in reserve tenure if 
possible. 

Trampling, Browsing or Grazing  
 If livestock grazing occurs in the area, ensure land owners/managers use an appropriate 

management regime and density that does not detrimentally affect this species’ habitat.  
 Where appropriate, manage total grazing pressure at significant sites through exclusion 

fencing or other barriers. 

Conservation Information 
 Engage with private landholders and land managers responsible for the land on which 

populations occur and encourage these key stakeholders to contribute to the 
implementation of conservation management actions. 

 
This list does not necessarily encompass all actions that may be of benefit to the 
Australasian Bittern, but highlights those that are considered to be of highest priority at the 
time of preparing the Conservation Advice.  
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