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

Approved Conservation Advice for 
Phaius tancarvilleae (Swamp Lily) 

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 
Phaius tancarvilleae, Family Orchidaceae, also known as Swamp Lily or Greater Swamp-
orchid, is a terrestrial orchid which forms 1–2 inflorescences from axils of the lower leaves 
that are 60–210 cm long, 8–14 flowered and stiffly erect. Sepals and lateral petals are white 
on the outside, red-brown with yellow veins on the inside, about 6 cm long, 1–1.5 cm wide 
and oblong-acuminate. Lateral petals are about 3–5.5 cm long, 0.8–1.2 cm wide. Labellum 
lamina is 3–5 cm long, 2–4.5 mm wide, white suffused with mauve or red with a yellow keel 
inside; spur 0.5–1.5 mm long. Most flowers do not set fruit (RBG, 2008). 

Phaius tancarvilleae is often confused with Phaius australis. Phaius tancarvilleae tends to 
have fewer flowers per spike and a perianth cinnamon brown in colour, compared with the 
red-brown perianth with yellow vent of P. australis. Recent genetic analysis suggests that 
Australian Phaius spp. should be classified as a single species (Harrison et al., 2005). 

Conservation Status 
Swamp Lily 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, 
prior to the commencement of the EPBC Act, it was listed as endangered under Schedule 1 of 
the Endangered Species Protection Act 1992 (Cwlth). This species is also listed as 
endangered under the Nature Conservation (Wildlife) Regulation 2006 (Queensland) and the 
Threatened Species Conservation Act 1995 (NSW). 

Distribution and Habitat 
Swamp Lily occurs in north-east and south-east Queensland and north-east NSW as well as 
globally from Papua New Guinea to China and Asia. In Australia, there is confusion 
regarding the extent of its distribution in relation to other species in the genus. DL Jones 
(1999, pers. comm.) states that the species occurs only in north-east Queensland and 
Phaius australis is the species present in south Queensland and north-east NSW. Others show 
collections of this species occurring, at least previously, in NSW and south-east Queensland 
(Benwell, 1994; NSW NPWS, 2002; CHAH, 2008). This species occurs within the Cape 
York (Queensland), South East Queensland and Northern Rivers (NSW) Natural Resource 
Management Regions. 

In north-east Queensland, Swamp Lily is restricted to the Atherton Tableland with an 
unknown population size and area of occurrence. In south-east Queensland and north-east 
NSW, if the species does occur here, it ranges from north of Hastings River, NSW, to north of 
Brisbane, Queensland, with an unknown population size (CHAH, 2008).  

Swamp Lily tends to occur in sunny positions in swamp forest ecotones. Associated 
vegetation includes swamp sclerophyll forest (Melaleuca quinquinervi-Eucalyptus robusta-
Lophostemon suaveolens), swampy rainforest (often with sclerophyll emergents), or 
fringing open forest. It is often associated with rainforest elements such as 
Archontophoenix cunninghamiana or Livistona australis (Harden 1993; Benwell 1994; 
Bishop, 1996). Soil parent materials include marine aeolian sand, alluvium, granite, 
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metasediments and sandstone. On sand, soils range from shallow peat to humus or podzols 
(Harden 1993; Benwell 1994; Bishop 1996).  

The distribution of this species is not known to overlap with any EPBC Act-listed threatened 
ecological communities. 

Threats 
The main identified threats to Swamp Lily are collection for horticulture; habitat clearing and 
fragmentation associated with development, agriculture, and roadwork; drainage and nutrient 
run-off pollution of swamps; frequent fire; grazing and trampling by domestic stock and feral 
pigs (Sus scrofa); and weed invasion (Benwell, 1994; NSW NPWS, 2002). In south-east 
Queensland and north-east NSW, Phaius abundance has decreased dramatically due to illegal 
collection. Distribution and identification confusion may lead to the application of 
inappropriate actions. Threatening invasive weeds include Lantana (Lantana camara), 
Schefflera actinophylla, Baccharis sp. and Eugenia uniflora (Benwell, 1994). 

Research Priorities 
Research priorities that would inform future regional and local priority actions include: 
• Extend the research of Harrison et al. (2005), to investigate the precise taxonomic 

relationship between Swamp Lily and other Phaius species using appropriate 
methodologies including DNA marker analysis (Benwell 1994).  

• Design and implement a monitoring program or, if appropriate, support and enhance 
existing programs. 

• More precisely assess population size, Phaius spp. distribution, ecological requirements, 
and the relative impacts of threatening processes (Benwell, 1994). 

• Undertake survey work in suitable habitat and potential habitat to locate any additional 
populations, particularly in NSW and south-east Queensland, where it may be extinct 
(NSW NPWS, 2002). 

• Investigate the potential and efficacy of 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 (see for example Palsboll et al., 2006). 

• Document and catalogue origins of ex situ populations (DECC, 2005).  
• Undertake seed germination and/or vegetative propagation trials to determine the 

requirements for successful establishment, including mycorrhizal association trials.  
• Investigate the precise taxonomic relationship between local populations of Swamp Lily 

and overseas populations using appropriate methodologies including DNA marker 
analysis. 

Regional Priority Actions  
The following regional priority recovery and threat abatement actions can be done to support 
the recovery of Swamp Lily. 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 
• Develop and implement a management plan to restrict illegal collection of this species 

(NSW NPWS, 2002). 
• 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.  
• Identify populations of high conservation priority. 
• Ensure road widening and maintenance activities (or other infrastructure or development 

activities) involving substrate or vegetation disturbance in areas where Swamp Lily occurs 
do not adversely impact on known populations (NSW NPWS, 2002). 
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• Manage any changes to hydrology that may result in changes to water table levels, run-off 
or pollution (NSW NPWS, 2002). 

• Investigate formal conservation arrangements, management agreements and covenants on 
private land, and for crown and private land investigate inclusion in reserve tenure if 
possible (NSW NPWS, 2002). 

Fire 
• Develop and implement a suitable fire management strategy for Swamp Lily. 
• As appropriate, provide maps of known occurrences to local and state Rural Fire Services 

and seek inclusion of mitigative measures in bush fire risk management plans, risk register 
and/or operation maps. 

Enable Recovery of Additional Sites and/or Populations 
• Undertake appropriate seed and mycorrhizal fungi collection and storage. 
• Investigate options for linking, enhancing or establishing additional populations. 
• Implement national translocation protocols (Vallee et al., 2004) if establishing additional 

populations is considered necessary and feasible. 
• When reintroducing this species, ensure that genetic material is suitable and authentic 

(DECC, 2005). 

Local Priority Actions 
The following local priority recovery and threat abatement actions can be done to support the 
recovery of Swamp Lily. 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 
• Control access routes to suitably constrain public access to known sites on public land. 
• Suitably control and manage access on private land. 
• Minimise adverse impacts from land use at known sites. 

Invasive Weeds 
• Identify and remove weeds in the local area, which could become a threat to Swamp Lily, 

using appropriate methods. 
• Manage sites to prevent introduction of invasive weeds, which could become a threat to 

the species, using appropriate methods. 
• Ensure chemicals or other mechanisms used to eradicate weeds do not have a significant 

adverse impact on Swamp Lily (NSW NPWS, 2002).  

Trampling, Browsing or Grazing 
• Ensure that livestock grazing, if it occurs in the area, uses an appropriate management 

regime and density that does not detrimentally affect this species. 
• Where appropriate manage total grazing pressure at important/significant sites through 

exclusion fencing or other barriers. 
• Implement a management plan for the control and eradication of feral pigs (NSW NPWS, 

2002). Continue baiting to control population numbers of feral animals.  

Fire 
• Design and implement an appropriate fire management regime for local populations. 

This list does not necessarily encompass all actions that may be of benefit to Swamp Lily, 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 

• Lady Tankerville’s Swamp Orchid - Priority actions (DECC, 2005), 
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• Swamp Orchids – Phaius australis, Phaius tancarvilleae Recovery Plan (Benwell, 1994), 
• Threat Abatement Plan for Predation, Habitat Degradation, Competition and Disease 

Transmission by Feral Pigs (DEH, 2005), and 
• Weeds of National Significance: Lantana (Lantana camara) (ARMCANZ, 2001). 

These prescriptions were current at the time of publishing; please refer to the relevant 
agency’s website for any updated versions.  
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