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

Approved Conservation Advice for 
Eleocharis papillosa (Dwarf Desert Spike-rush) 

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 
Eleocharis papillosa, Family Cyperaceae, also known as Dwarf Desert Spike-rush, is a small, 
erect perennial sedge that typically grows to less than 10 cm tall. The above ground parts 
grow in response to inundation, subsequently dying back to an underground tuber during dry 
periods. Leaf sheaths are purplish at the base. The species has been recorded as flowering and 
fruiting throughout the year. The fruit is a nut with distinctive small protuberances on the 
surface (Latz, 1979).  

Conservation Status 
Dwarf Desert Spike-rush is listed as vulnerable. This species is eligible for listing as 
vulnerable under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cwlth) 
(EPBC Act) as, in 2006, the Minister considered the Threatened Species Scientific 
Committee's (TSSC) advice under section 189 of the EPBC Act and amended the list under 
section 184 to include Dwarf Desert Spike-rush. The TSSC determined that this species met 
criterion 2 of their eligibility criteria (TSSC, 2006a). The species is also listed as vulnerable 
under the Territory Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act 2000 (Northern Territory), rare 
under the National Parks and Wildlife Act 1972 (South Australia), and is not listed in Western 
Australia.  

Distribution and Habitat 
Dwarf Desert Spike-rush is known in the Northern Territory from eight remote locations, 
ranging from the northern Tanami Desert to the southern parts of the Finke bioregion and the 
edge of the Simpson Desert, a range of 600 by 560 km (Duguid et al., 2006) with an area of 
occupancy estimated to be 2 to 50 km2 (TSSC, 2006a). It has also been recorded from the 
Lake Eyre and Gairdner–Torrens regions of inland South Australia (Barker et al., 2005) and 
the Murchison and Avon Wheatbelt districts of Western Australia (FloraBase, 2007). This 
species occurs within the Rangelands, Northern Agricultural (Western Australia), Northern 
Territory, and South Australian Arid Lands Natural Resource Management Regions. 

Dwarf Desert Spike-rush occurs in temporary wetlands, predominantly freshwater and semi-
saline swamps. The species has been recorded as locally abundant at times, with up to 1000 
plants at some sites (Duguid et al., 2006). However, population sizes and trends are difficult 
to estimate as the abundance of above-ground shoots varies greatly over time, only appearing 
after inundation, and it can be difficult to determine whether a population consists of many 
individuals or a few individuals that are extensively rhizomatous (Duguid et al., 2006). The 
population at Ilparpa Swamp in the Northern Territory appears to be declining as searches 
conducted from 2000 to 2004, after two particularly wet summers, failed to find the species 
(Duguid et al., 2006).  

The distribution of this species is not known to overlap with any EPBC Act-listed threatened 
ecological communities. 
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Threats 
The main identified threat to Dwarf Desert Spike-rush is invasion by Couch Grass 
(Cynodon dactylon) (Duguid et al., 2006). 

The main potential threats to the species include changed hydrological conditions and 
trampling by stock (Duguid et al., 2006). 

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. 
• More precisely assess population size, distribution, ecological requirements and the 

relative impacts of threatening processes. 
• Undertake survey work in suitable habitat and potential habitat to locate any additional 

populations/occurrences/remnants.  
• Undertake seed germination and/or vegetative propagation trials to determine the 

requirements for successful establishment.  
• Investigate the feasibility of controlling Couch Grass in swamp environments (Duguid et 

al., 2006). 

Regional and Local Priority Actions 
The following regional and local priority recovery and threat abatement actions can be done 
to support the recovery of Dwarf Desert Spike-rush. 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 
• 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 chemicals or other mechanisms used to eradicate weeds do not have a significant 

adverse impact on Dwarf Desert Spike-rush. 
• Ensure road widening and maintenance activities (or other infrastructure or development 

activities) involving substrate or vegetation disturbance in areas where Dwarf Desert 
Spike-rush occurs do not adversely impact on known populations. 

• Manage any changes to hydrology that may result in changes to the water table levels, 
increased run-off, sedimentation or pollution. 

• Manage any disruptions to water flows. 
• Investigate formal conservation arrangements, management agreements and covenants on 

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

Invasive Weeds 
• Develop and implement a management plan for the control of Couch Grass in the region. 
• Monitor the spread of Couch Grass in the region (Duguid et al., 2006). 
• Manage sites to prevent introduction of invasive weeds, which could become a threat to 

Dwarf Desert Spike-rush, using appropriate methods. 

Trampling, Browsing or Grazing 
• Where appropriate manage total grazing pressure at important/significant sites through 

exclusion fencing or other barriers (TSSC, 2006b). 

Conservation Information 
• Raise awareness of Dwarf Desert Spike-rush within the local community.  
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Enable Recovery of Additional Sites and/or Populations 
• Undertake appropriate seed 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.  

This list does not necessarily encompass all actions that may be of benefit to Dwarf Desert 
Spike-rush, but highlights those that are considered to be of highest priority at the time of 
preparing the conservation advice.  
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