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

Approved Conservation Advice for  
Acanthiza iredalei iredalei (Slender-billed Thornbill (western))  

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

Description 
Acanthiza iredalei iredalei, Family Pardalotidae, also known as the Slender-billed Thornbill 
(western), is a small, 10 cm long, member of the family Acanthizidae. Adults of both sexes 
are mostly olive-grey to olive-brown above, and have a black patch with white scalloping on 
the forehead. Adults also have a cream to buff band that extends from the base of the bill to 
behind the eyes, cream ear-coverts with olive-grey mottling, a cream chin and throat with fine 
dusky flecking that is visible only at close range, a cream or pale-buff patch on the rump, and 
a blackish tail with a pale-grey tip (Higgins & Peter, 2002). The underbody is mostly cream 
coloured, although some adults have dusky flecking on the upper breast, and some have a rich 
cream-yellow colouring on the flanks and a pale greyish tinge to the rear part of the 
underbody. The adults have a black or grey-black bill, off-white to cream or cream-yellow 
irises, and black legs and feet that sometimes have a greyish or brownish tinge. The plumage 
of adult males and adult females is alike (Higgins & Peter, 2002). The Slender-billed 
Thornbill (western) has a wingspan of about 14–15 cm and a mass of about 5–6 g.  

The juveniles are very similar in appearance to the adults, but have looser and fluffier 
plumage, duller and less defined scalloping on the forehead, uniform off-white or cream 
colouring on the chin that lacks the fine dusky flecking of the adults, and the narrow, light-
brown fringes to the secondary and tertial feathers of the wings. Juveniles that have recently 
left the nest also have an obvious pale gape and darker, blue-grey to grey or brown irises 
(Higgins & Peter, 2002). 

The Slender-billed Thornbill (western) usually occurs in pairs, or in small flocks of up to ten 
birds (Recher & Davis, 2000). It may congregate into larger flocks from time to time, given 
that flocks of up to 20 and, rarely, up to 60 birds have been recorded in other subspecies of the 
Slender-billed Thornbill (Matthew, 2002, pers. comm.).  The Slender-billed Thornbill 
(western) is a resident or sedentary bird that feeds primarily on insects (Matthew, 1994; 
Recher & Davis, 2000; Higgins & Peter, 2002; Johnstone & Storr, 2004). 

Conservation Status 

The Slender-billed Thornbill (western) is listed as vulnerable. This subspecies is eligible for 
listing as vulnerable 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 
vulnerable under Schedule 1 of the Endangered Species Protection Act 1992 (Cwlth). At the 
species level, A. iredalei is also listed as vulnerable under the National Parks and Wildlife Act 
1972 (South Australia) and this subspecies is listed as extinct under the Territory Parks and 
Wildlife Conservation Act 2000 (Northern Territory). 

Distribution and Habitat 

The Slender-billed Thornbill (western) inhabits arid and semi-arid regions of southern 
Western Australia and south-western South Australia. The subspecies is currently estimated to 
occur in seven subpopulations extending in a discontinuous band from Carnarvon in Western 
Australia to Port Augusta in South Australia. The seven subpopulations are located in the 
Carnarvon-Shark Bay region, in central-southern Western Australia, on the Nullarbor Plain, in 
the Gawler Ranges, near Tarcoola, between Redcliff Point and Port Davis, and near Nakara. 
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Additional subpopulations could exist in rarely-visited regions of northern South Australia 
(Matthew, 1994; Barrett et al., 2003; Johnstone & Storr, 2004; DEWHA, 2007).  

The subspecies occurs within the Rangelands and Northern Agricultural (Western Australia), 
and the Alinytjara Wilurara, Eyre Peninsula, South Australian Arid Lands and Northern and 
Yorke (South Australia) Natural Resource Management Regions.  It has not been recorded in 
the Northern Territory since 1913 (Pavey and Joseph, 2004) 

The core habitat of the Slender-billed Thornbill is chenopod shrublands dominated by 
Samphire (Sacrocornia sp.), Bluebush (Maireana sp.) or Saltbush (Atriplex sp.) (Matthew, 
1994; Recher & Davis, 2000; Johnstone & Storr, 2004; DEWHA, 2007).  

The distribution of this subspecies overlaps with the following EPBC Act-listed threatened 
ecological communities:  
• The community of native species dependent on natural discharge of groundwater from the 

Great Artesian Basin, and 
• Peppermint Box (Eucalyptus odorata) Grassy Woodland of South Australia. 

Threats 
The main potential threat to the Slender-billed Thornbill is the degradation of its habitat 
through over-grazing and trampling by livestock; and over-grazing and ring-barking of shrubs 
by European Wild Rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus) and Feral Goats (Capra hircus). Changes 
in fire regime, and the establishment of a mining operation at one site (Leigh Creek) within 
the documented range, may have contributed to an historical decline in population size 
(Matthew, 1994; Garnett & Crowley, 2000; Recher & Davis, 2000; Ward and Paton, 2004). 
Invasive alien tramp ants have also been identified as a threat to the Slender-billed Thornbill 
(western) in Western Australia (DEH, 2006). 

Research Priorities 
Research priorities that would inform future regional and local priority actions include: 
• More precisely estimate total population size, distribution and relative impacts of putative 

threatening processes, and 
• Design and implement a monitoring program. 

Regional and Local Priority Actions   
The following regional and local priority recovery and threat abatement actions can be done 
to support the recovery of the Slender-billed Thornbill (western). 

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. 
• Undertake survey work in suitable habitat and potential habitat to locate any additional 

populations/occurrences. 
• Manage threats to areas of vegetation that contain populations/occurrences of the Slender-

billed Thornbill (western). 
• Ensure road widening and maintenance activities (or other infrastructure or development 

activities as appropriate) in areas where the Slender-billed Thornbill (western) occurs do 
not adversely impact on known populations. 

• Minimise adverse impacts from land use at known sites.  
• Investigate formal conservation arrangements such as the use of covenants, conservation 

agreements or inclusion in reserve tenure.  

Trampling, Browsing or Grazing 
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• Develop and implement a stock management plan for roadside verges and travelling stock 
routes.  

• Develop guidelines for the management of livestock in areas that support core habitat. 

Animal Predation or Competition 
• Develop and implement a management plan for the control and eradication of the 

European Wild Rabbit in areas of core habitat. 
• Implement appropriate recommendations outlined in the Threat Abatement Plan for 

Reduction in Impacts of Tramp Ants on Biodiversity in Australia and its Territories 
(DEH, 2006) for the benefit of the Slender-billed Thornbill (western). 

Fire 
• Develop and implement a suitable fire management strategy for the Slender-billed 

Thornbill (western). 
• 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. 

Conservation Information 
• Raise awareness of the Slender-billed Thornbill (western) within the local community. 

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

Existing Plans/Management Prescriptions that Could Affect the Species 

• Threat Abatement Plan for Competition and Land Degradation by Feral Rabbits 
(EA, 1999a), 

• Threat Abatement Plan for Competition and Land Degradation by Feral Goats (EA, 
1999b), and 

• Threat Abatement Plan for Reduction in Impacts of Tramp Ants on Biodiversity in 
Australia and its Territories (DEH, 2006). 
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