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Approved Conservation Advice for 
Rhizanthella slateri (eastern underground orchid) 

(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 and draft plans, records 
or management prescriptions for this species.  

Description 

Rhizanthella slateri (eastern underground orchid), family Orchidaceae, is a terrestrial orchid 
that lacks chlorophyll, roots and leaves (ANOS, 1997, cited in TSSC, 2007). It has a whitish, 
fleshy underground stem that is 15 cm in length and 1.5 cm in diameter, with prominent, 
overlapping bracts (NSW SC, 2005, cited in TSSC, 2007). Flowering heads mature below the 
soil surface but may extend up to 2 cm above the ground, and its flowers are purple (OEH, 
2013a). 

Conservation Status 

The eastern underground orchid is listed as endangered under the name Rhizanthella slateri 
(Eastern Underground Orchid). This species is eligible for listing as endangered under the 
Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cwlth) (EPBC Act) as it has 
a total of 90 recorded individuals (TSSC, 2007).  

The species is also listed as vulnerable under the Threatened Species Conservation 
Act 1995 (TSC Act) (New South Wales) and the population in the Great Lakes local 
government area (LGA) is listed as an endangered population under the TSC Act. 

Distribution and Habitat 

The eastern underground orchid is endemic to News South Wales where it occurs from the 
mid-north coast to the south coast (TSSC, 2007). It is reported as occurring in south-east 
Queensland (e.g. ALA, 2013; OEH, 2013a), however it is not included in Queensland’s flora 
census (Queensland Herbarium, 2013) and another report indicates that the Great Lakes 
local government area is the northern limit of the species range (OEH, 2013b). 

The eastern underground orchid is known from 14 populations (NSW OEH, 2013b) with 
records from Bulahdelah (Bulahdelah State Forest, within the Great Lakes LGA endangered 
population), the Watagan Mountains, the Blue Mountains, Agnes Banks, Wiseman’s Ferry 
(Dharug National Park) and near Nowra (NSW SC, 2002; NSW NPWS 2007). The species is 
difficult to detect and is usually located when the soil is disturbed (NSW SC, 2002). Most 
populations only have a few individuals (NSW SC, 2002), although at Bulahdelah, 75 
flowerheads were observed in 2002–05 (OEH, 2013b). The species is known from 
sclerophyll forest usually with a deep layer of organic litter (OEH, 2013b). 

This species occurs within the NSW North Coast and Sydney Basin IBRA Bioregions and the 
Hawkesbury-Nepean, Hunter-Central Rivers and Southern Rivers Natural Resource 
Management Regions. The distribution of this species overlaps with the following EPBC Act-
listed threatened ecological communities:  

• Littoral Rainforest and Coastal Vine Thickets of Eastern Australia. 
• Turpentine-Ironbark Forest in the Sydney Basin Bioregion. 
• Shale/Sandstone Transition Forest. 
• Upland Basalt Eucalypt Forests of the Sydney Basin Bioregion. 
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Threats 

The main identified threats to the eastern underground orchid are land clearing (including 
housing and road development), stochastic events, illegal collection (particularly at 
Bulahdelah), inappropriate fire regimes and road maintenance (TSSC, 2007; OEH, 2013a, 
2013b). At Bulahdelah, a population was directly impacted by a road construction project 
(OEH, 2013b). Given the extremely small population sizes, stochastic events could cause 
localised extinction (OEH, 2013a). 

Research Priorities 

Research priorities that would inform future regional and local priority actions include: 

• Identify optimal fire regimes for the species and its response to prevailing fire 
regimes. 

• Support ongoing research into the species ecology, biology and genetics. 
• Identify seed germination and establishment requirements, and investigate 

management options to stimulate field regeneration.   
• Undertake genetic analyses to assess current gene flow (using markers and analyses 

capable of distinguishing population divergence on an evolutionary timescale, from 
that which might be due to more recent impacts). 

Regional Priority Actions 

The following regional priority recovery and threat abatement actions can be done to support 
the recovery of the eastern underground orchid: 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 

• Identify populations of high conservation priority. 
• Ensure there is no disturbance in areas where the eastern underground orchid 

occurs, excluding necessary actions to manage the conservation of the species. 
• Investigate formal conservation arrangements, management agreements and 

covenants on private land, and for crown and private land investigate and/or secure 
inclusion in reserve tenure if possible. 

Conservation Information 

• Raise awareness of the eastern underground orchid and the damage caused by 
illegal orchid collection (OEH, 2013b). 

• Investigate DNA-based or other approaches for the identification of individual plants 
and/or populations to provide a means for detecting and prosecuting illegal collection 
from the wild (Palsboll et al., 2006).  

• 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. 

• Enable recovery of additional sites and/or populations and support existing 
translocation programs (Allen, 2010, cited in ANOS (Qld) Kabi Group Inc., 2010; 
OEH, 2013b). 

Local Priority Actions 

The following local priority recovery and threat abatement actions can be done to support the 
recovery of the eastern underground orchid. 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 

• Protect known habitat from clearing (OEH, 2013a). 
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• Monitor known populations to identify key threats.  
• Monitor the progress of recovery, including the effectiveness of management actions 

and the need to adapt them if necessary.  
• Undertake survey work in suitable habitat and potential habitat to locate any 

additional populations/occurrences/remnants. 
• Control access routes to suitably constrain public access to known sites on public 

land, fencing could be used to restrict access (OEH, 2013b). 
• Suitably control and manage access on private land and other land tenure. 
• Minimise adverse impacts from land use at known sites. 
• Investigate options for maintaining the success of pollination and dispersal vectors. 
• Protect populations of the listed species through the development of conservation 

agreements and/or covenants. 

Invasive Weeds 

• Identify and remove weeds in the local area that could become a threat to the eastern 
underground orchid, using appropriate methods, particularly in the Great Lakes local 
government area (OEH, 2013b). 

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

References 

ALA (Atlas of Living Australia) (2013). Atlas of Living Australia.  
Available on the Internet at:  
http://www.ala.org.au/  

Australasian Native Orchid Society (Qld) Kabi Group Inc. (ANOS (Qld) Kabi Group 
Inc.) (2010). The Kalhari. The “Message Stick” of the ANOS (Qld) Kabi Group Inc. 
December 2010. 

New South Wales National Parks and Wildlife Service (NSW NPWS) (2007). Dharug 
National Park Plan of Management. 

New South Wales Scientific Committee (NSW SC) (2002). Rhizanthella slateri (an 
underground orchid) vulnerable species listing. NSW SC – final determination. Office 
of Environment and Heritage, New South Wales Government.  

Office of Environment and Heritage (OEH) (2013a). Eastern Australian Underground Orchid 
– profile. New South Wales Government. 
Available on the Internet:  
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/threatenedspecies/  

Office of Environment and Heritage (OEH) (2013b). Rhizanthella slateri (Rupp) M.A. Clem. & 
Cribb in the Great Lakes local government area – profile. New South Wales 
Government. 
Available on the Internet:  
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/threatenedspecies/  

Palsboll PJ, Berube M, Skaug HJ and Raymakers C (2006). DNA registers of legally 
obtained wildlife and derived products as means to identify illegal takes. Conservation 
Biology, vol. 20: 1284–1293.  

http://www.ala.org.au/�
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/threatenedspecies/�
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/threatenedspecies/�


This Conservation Advice was approved by the Delegate of the Minister on 11 April 2014 

Rhizanthella slateri (eastern underground orchid) Approved Conservation Advice 
Page 4 of 4 

Queensland Herbarium (2013). Census of the Queensland Flora 2013. Department of 
Science, Information Technology, Innovation and the Arts, Queensland Government. 
Available on the Internet:  
https://data.qld.gov.au/dataset/census-of-the-queensland-flora-2013  

Threatened Species Scientific Committee (TSSC) (2007). Commonwealth Listing Advice on 
Rhizanthella slateri. Department of the Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts.  

https://data.qld.gov.au/dataset/census-of-the-queensland-flora-2013�

