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Advice from the Threatened Species Scientific Committee (the Committee)  
on the list of Threatened Species under the  

Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) 

1. Reason for Conservation Assessment by the Committee 

This advice follows assessment of new information on: 

Eleocharis papillosa (dwarf desert spike-rush) 

2. Summary of Species Details 

Taxonomy Conventionally accepted as Eleocharis papillosa Latz 

State Listing Status Listed as vulnerable under the Northern Territory Territory Parks and 
Wildlife Conservation Act 2000 and as rare under the South 
Australian National Parks and Wildlife Act 1972. Listed as priority 
three taxa (poorly known) in Western Australia. 

Description A small erect perennial sedge, typically less than 10 cm high. The 
above-ground parts grow in response to inundation or flooding, and 
subsequently die back to tubers. The leaf sheaths are purplish at the 
base (Duguid et al., 2004).  

On occasions, it can be difficult to determine whether a population 
consists of many individuals or few individuals due to the extensively 
rhizomatous (connected by underground stems) nature of the 
species (Duguid et al., 2004). 

Distribution 
 

Originally known from eight locations in the Northern Territory, 
ranging from the northern Tanami Desert to the southern parts of the 
Finke bioregion and the edge of the Simpson Desert (Holtze 2005; 
TSSC 2008). Most locations are remote, and repeated collections 
have been made at only three of them (Duguid et al., 2004). For the 
Northern Territory, widespread targeted surveys have occurred, and 
it is considered unlikely that there will be many undiscovered 
populations (Duguid et al., 2004).  The species is now also known 
from Lake Eyre botanic region and though also indicated to occur in 
the Gairdner-Torrens regions of inland South Australia (Barker et al., 
2005), this is not substantiated by either ADHERB (2006) or BDBSA 
(2006). Two records also occur in the Murchison and Avon 
Wheatbelt regions of Western Australia (Florabase, 2007) and it is 
also known from two locations in the Pilbara region (no vouchers 
currently at PERTH). 

Relevant Biology/Ecology All records are from ephemeral (temporary) wetlands, predominantly 
freshwater and semi-saline swamps, but one record is from the edge 
of an ephemeral riverine waterhole (Duguid et al., 2006).  This 
species has been recorded growing in the open and under shrubs, 
which may provide protection from trampling by stock at some sites 
(Duguid et al., 2004).  It has been recorded growing in plant 
communities dominated by Eucalyptus coolabah (Coolabah), 
Halosarcia sp. (Samphire), Chenopodium auricomum (Northern 
Bluebush) and Eragrostis spp. including E. australasica (Swamp 
Canegrass).  During dry times, populations of Eleocharis papillosa 
persist as soil-stored seed or soil-stored root tubers (Duguid et al., 
2006). 

Threats  
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Known Current known threats include invasion of habitat by Couch Grass 
(Cynodon dactylon) at two Northern Territory populations. Habitat 
degradation, mostly through trampling by stock and feral animals, 
may be a threat at some sites (Woinarski et al., 2007). 

Potential Trampling by stock and changed hydrological conditions may 
potentially affect some subpopulations (Duguid et al., 2006; 
Woinarski et al., 2007).  

3. Public Consultation 

Notice of the proposed amendment was made available for public comment for 30 business days. 
Any comments received that are relevant to the survival of the species have been considered by the 
Committee. 

4. How judged by the Committee in relation to the EPBC Act criteria and Regulations 

Criterion 1:  It has undergone, is suspected to have undergone or is likely to undergo in the 
immediate future a very severe, severe or substantial reduction in numbers 

Not eligible 
 
Criterion element Evidence 
Reduction in numbers Insufficient data – Future declines in the Northern Territory 

populations at Illparpa Swamp and Stirling Swamp are expected as 
couch grass continues to encroach on these populations in the 
Northern Territory, however it is also considered likely that the 
species will be found in new populations in the Northern Territory 
with further survey work (Duguid et al., 2006).  There are insufficient 
data to indicate a substantial reduction in numbers across the 
species range, and no data are available to indicate past or future 
changes in population size in South Australia (DEH, 2007). 

 

Criterion 2:  Its geographic distribution is precarious for the survival of the species and is very 
restricted, restricted or limited 

Eligible for listing as vulnerable 
Criterion element Evidence 

Geographic distribution  

AND 

Limited – While the extent of occurrence is extensive, the area of 
occupancy is far more constrained. The extent of occurrence has been 
estimated at 230 000 km2 in the Northern Territory (Duguid et al., 2004), 
32 000 km2 (DEH, 2007) in South Australia and is unknown for Western 
Australia. The area of occupancy is estimated to be between 2-50 km2 in 
the Northern Territory and less than 2 km2

Geographic distribution 
precarious 

 in South Australia (Duguid et 
al., 2004; Duguid et al., 2006; TSSC 2006a; DEH 2007).  Although the 
area of occupancy in Western Australia is unknown, based on estimates 
of area of occupancy from South Australia and Northern Territory this 
species is considered to have a limited distribution. 

Yes – Known from only six disjunct locations in the Northern Territory, 
three locations in South Australia and four locations in Western Australia. 
Populations are severely fragmented by unsuitable habitat for the species 
(Duguid et al., 2004; DEH 2007). Future declines in numbers are 
expected at some Northern Territory populations due to ongoing habitat 
degradation and invasion by non-native grasses (Duguid et al., 2006). 
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Criterion 3:  The estimated total number of mature individuals is very low, low or limited; and 
either 
(a) evidence suggests that the number will continue to decline at a very high, high or 
substantial rate; or 
(b) the number is likely to continue to decline and its geographic distribution is 
precarious for its survival 

Not eligible 
 

Criterion element Evidence 
Total no. of mature 
individuals 

AND 

Insufficient data – There has been no quantitative assessment of the 
number of mature individuals, though it has been recorded as locally 
abundant (up to 1000 plants) at some sites (Duguid et al., 2004). 

Continued rate of decline  Insufficient data – See Criterion 1 

OR 

Total no. of mature 
individuals  

AND 

Insufficient data – There has been no quantitative assessment of 
mature individuals, though it has been recorded as locally abundant 
(up to 1000 plants) at some sites (Duguid et al., 2004). 

Continued decline likely 

AND 

Yes – See Criterion 2 

 

Geographic distribution 
precarious 

Yes – See Criterion 2 

 

Criterion 4: The estimated total number of mature individuals is extremely low, very low or low 

Not eligible 
 

Criterion element Evidence 

Total no. of mature 
individuals 

Insufficient data – There has been no quantitative assessment of 
mature individuals, though it has been recorded as locally abundant 
(up to 1000 plants) at some sites (Duguid et al., 2004). 

 

Criterion 5:  Probability of extinction in the wild that is at least 
 (a) 50% in the immediate future; or 

 (b) 20% in the near future; or 

 (c) 10% in the medium-term future 

Not eligible 
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Criterion element Evidence 

Probability of extinction in 
the wild  

No data 

5. Recommendations 

The Committee recommends no amendment to the list referred to in section 178 of the EPBC Act 
and that Eleocharis papillosa remains eligible for inclusion in the vulnerable category of the list.   

This species has a limited and fragmented distribution and is subject to ongoing threats in some 
locations. 

 

Threatened Species Scientific Committee 

26 August 2010 
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