
This conservation advice was approved by the Minister on: 20 November 2008 

A statement for the purposes of approved conservation advice 
(s266B of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999) 

Approved Conservation Advice for 
Conilurus penicillatus (Brush-tailed Rabbit-rat) 

This Conservation Advice has been developed based on the best available information 
at the time this Conservation Advice was approved. 

Description 
Conilurus penicillatus, Family Muridae, also known as the Brush-tailed Rabbit-rat and the 
Brush-tailed Tree-rat, is a robust rodent (average weight approximately 150 g), most notable 
for its long (180 mm) and tufted (brush-like) tail. The end half to one third of the tail can be 
either black or white, with the ratio of these colour morphs varying among populations. Its 
general body colour is chocolate brown above and cream white below, and it has relatively 
large eyes and ears. 

Conservation Status 
The Brush-tailed Rabbit-rat is listed as vulnerable. This species is eligible for listing as 
vulnerable under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 
(Commonwealth) (EPBC Act) under Criterion 1 as it is suspected to have undergone a 
substantial decline in numbers. The species is also listed as vulnerable under the Northern 
Territory Territory Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act 2000. It is not listed as threatened in 
either Queensland or Western Australia. 

Distribution and Habitat 
The Brush-tailed Rabbit-rat is found in monsoonal northern Australia, adjacent islands and 
southern New Guinea (Kemper and Firth, 2008). In Australia, the species has been recorded 
from Queensland, the Northern Territory and Western Australia, where its distribution is 
restricted mostly to islands, coastal areas and areas of relatively high rainfall.  

In Queensland, the only record of the species was made in 1963 from Bentinck Island in the 
Gulf of Carpentaria. In the Northern Territory the Brush-tailed Rabbit-rat has been recorded 
in near-coastal areas and islands from between Centre Island (in the Sir Edward Pellew group) 
in the east to near the mouth of the Victoria River in the west (DNREA, 2007). The species 
has been recorded on Groote Eylandt, in south east and eastern Arnhem Land, on Inglis Island 
(off Arnhem Land), on the Coburg Peninsula, on the Tiwi Islands and in Kakadu National 
Park. However, there are no recent records from much of this historically recorded range 
(DNREA, 2007). 

In Western Australia the Brush-tailed Rabbit-rat is restricted to the northern Kimberley where 
its distribution is both patchy and large, with several known populations (How, 2007, pers. 
comm.). The species is known to be present from near King Sound to the Mitchell Plateau 
(Kemper and Schmitt, 1992), a distributional range of about 400 km. Most records are from 
the Mitchell Plateau and nearby Prince Regent Nature Reserve (Bradley et al., 1987; Abbott 
and Burbidge 1995; Start et al., 2007). 

The Brush-tailed Rabbit-rat appears to have quite specific habitat requirements and is largely 
restricted to mixed eucalypt open forest and woodland, or on dunes with Casuarina, seeming 
to prefer habitats that are not burnt annually, that have an understorey of predominantly 
perennial grasses and a sparse-to-moderate middle story (Kemper and Firth, 2008). 
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This species occurs within the Northern Territory, Rangelands (WA) and Southern Gulf (Qld) 
Natural Resource Management Regions. 

The distribution of this species is not known to overlap with any EPBC Act-listed threatened 
ecological communities, but it may co-occur in parts of its range with other EPBC Act-listed 
threatened fauna species including the Partridge Pigeon (Eastern and Western subspecies), 
Masked Owl (Tiwi Islands and Northern subspecies), Golden-backed Tree-rat, 
Butler’s Dunnart, Yellow-snouted Gecko, Northern Quoll, Golden Bandicoot (mainland 
subspecies) and Gouldian Finch. It may also co-occur with the EPBC Act-listed threatened 
herb species Typhonium mirabile and T. jonesii. 

Threats 
No single factor has been demonstrated to have caused the apparent decline in range of the 
Brush-tailed Rabbit-rat (DNREA, 2007). Threats to the species are likely to be habitat 
alteration resulting from inappropriate fire regimes and the introduction of herbivores, habitat 
destruction resulting from forestry and mining operations, and predation by feral cats. These 
threats vary across the species’ range, although there are no specific data to demonstrate their 
impact (Johnson, 2008, pers. comm.) and researchers note the need to quantify their relative 
impact (Fordham and Brook, 2007, pers. comm.). 

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

• Collate, evaluate and make available, unpublished historical data 

• Develop and maintain a monitoring program across the species’ national range. This 
program may incorporate: 

o Surveys using baselines that have been established for faunal surveys on Cobourg 
Peninsula, the Tiwi Islands and in Kakadu National Park (DNREA, 2007) 

o Surveys at appropriate spatial and temporal scales across the species’ known and 
potential distribution in the Kimberley region 

o In addition to the current WA DEC Kimberley Islands survey, surveys to determine 
the species’ current distribution on islands throughout its range, in particular islands 
where the species has previously been recorded but where no recent records have been 
made (i.e. Bentinck Island) 

o Surveys of suitable habitat and potential habitat to locate any additional populations, 
for example on the mainland adjacent to the Sir Edward Pellew Group and Bentinck 
Island. 

• More precisely assess population size, distribution, ecological requirements and the 
relative impacts of threatening processes such as, inappropriate fire regimes, habitat 
modification by introduced herbivores and predation by feral cats on the species. 

Conilurus penicillatus (Brush-tailed Rabbit-rat) Conservation Advice — Page 2 of 4 



This conservation advice was approved by the Minister on: 20 November 2008 

Regional Priority Actions 
The following regional priority recovery and threat abatement actions can be done to support 
the recovery of the Brush-tailed Rabbit-rat. 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 

• Monitor known populations to identify key threats and the effectiveness of management 
actions, where appropriate. 

• Investigate formal conservation arrangements such as the use of covenants, conservation 
agreements or inclusion in reserve tenure. 

Invasive Weeds 

• Develop and implement a management plan for the control of Gamba Grass 
(Andropogon gayanus) and Mission Grass (Pennisetum polystachyon) in regions where 
the species occurs. 

Predation by Cats 

• Ensure the implementation of the Threat Abatement Plan for predation by feral cats 
(1999). 

• Work with Aboriginal landowners to maintain effective quarantine actions for island 
populations, most particularly relating to preventing the introduction and establishment of 
cats on the islands where the species occurs. 

Fire 

• Develop and implement a suitable fire management strategy across the range of the 
Brush-tailed Rabbit-rat. It is likely that a regime of low incidence of fire is suitable for the 
species, which is probably obtainable by undertaking early season, small-scale, patchy 
burns. 

• Provide maps of known occurrences to local and state rural fire services and seek 
inclusion of mitigative measures in bush fire risk management plan(s), risk register and/or 
operation maps. 

Conservation Information 

• Continue to raise awareness of the Brush-tailed Rabbit-rat within the relevant land 
management authorities and within the local community. Target audiences include: 

o The Anindilyawaka Land Council, managers of the Indigenous Protected Area that 
includes Groote Eylandt 

o Relevant land managers on the Tiwi Islands 

o Relevant land managers in the Kimberley region. 

Enable Establishment of Additional Populations 

• Evaluate the possibility of establishing translocated populations, either on currently 
uninhabited islands and/or in appropriately managed conservation reserves. 
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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 Brush-tailed Rabbit-rat. 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 

• Ensure that the species is considered in any proposed expansion to manganese mining 
operations on Groote Eylandt. 

• Ensure that the species is considered in any proposals for the mining of bauxite on the 
Mitchell Plateau. 

• Ensure that habitat clearance for plantation forestry on the Tiwi Islands does not 
compromise population viability. 

 
This list does not necessarily encompass all actions that may be of benefit to the Brush-tailed 
Rabbit-rat, but highlights those that are considered to be of highest priority at the time of 
preparing the conservation advice. 

Existing Plans/Management Prescriptions that are Relevant to the Species 
Actions relevant to feral cat management are included in the Threat Abatement Plan for 
predation by feral cats (1999). Many of the actions in this advice are listed as priority actions 
for the species in the Northern Territory (DNREA, 2007). 
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