
The Minister included this species in the endangered category, effective from 19 August 2010 

Advice to the Minister for Environment Protection, Heritage and the Arts  
from the Threatened Species Scientific Committee (the Committee) 

on Amendment to 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 provided through the Species Information 
Partnership with Tasmania on: 

Ceyx azureus diemenensis (Tasmanian Azure Kingfisher) 

 

2. Summary of Species Details 

Taxonomy Conventionally accepted as Ceyx azureus diemenensis (Gould, 
1846; Christidis and Boles, 2008). 

Two other subspecies are known to occur in mainland Australia 
– Ceyx azureus azurea (eastern Australia) and C. a. ruficollaris 
(northern Australia) (Higgins, 1999). 

While the subspecies has been included in the Alcedo genus in 
the past, it is now accepted as being included in the genus Ceyx 
(Christidis and Boles, 2008). 

State Listing Status Listed as endangered under the Tasmanian Threatened Species 
Protection Act 1995. 

Description A small kingfisher, 16–19 cm in length, weighing about 40 g and 
with a wingspan of 25–29 cm, with a long slender black bill and 
a short tail. The head, neck, upper parts and breast sides are deep 
royal blue to azure blue with a violet sheen. The neck has a 
distinctive orange stripe on each side and there is a small orange 
spot before each eye. The legs and feet are red with only two 
forward toes (Schodde and Mason, 1977; Shields, 1994; 
Higgins, 1999). 

Distribution Endemic to Tasmania, occurring along several river systems on 
the south, west and north-west coast with possible occurrences 
in isolated sites in the north-east and centre (Green, 1995; 
DPIPWE, 2008). The 1979-82 Atlas of Australian Birds 
recorded the subspecies from 22 locations in the west, north-
west and south-east of Tasmania (Blakers et al., 1984). The 
1998-2002 Atlas of Australian Birds recorded the subspecies 
from seven locations, mainly in the west and north-west of 
Tasmania (Barrett et al., 2003). Historically, the subspecies has 
been recorded from locations throughout Tasmania, although it 
may never have been common in the east and north (Thomas, 
1979). 

The distribution of the subspecies (historical and current) 
appears to reflect the distribution of suitable riverine habitat. The 
west and north-west region has consistently higher rainfall and 
more rivers, compared to the usually drier east and north-east 
region (Thomas, 1979; Green, 1995; Higgins, 1999). 
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Relevant 
Biology/Ecology 

The subspecies feeds on small fish, freshwater crayfish, aquatic 
insects and occasionally amphibians.  It occasionally forages on 
the ground taking beetles and other terrestrial insects. The 
subspecies mostly catches prey by shallow plunging from 
perches 1–10 m high that overhang rivers and streams (Shields, 
1994; Higgins, 1999; Hollands, 1999). 

Nests are made in burrows excavated in stream banks. The 
entrance is usually near the top of the stream bank, with the 
tunnel extending 20–40 cm to a widened nest chamber, where 5–
7 eggs are laid. Incubation and care of young are by both parents 
(Shields, 1994; Higgins, 1999; Morcombe, 2003). The 
subspecies’ generation length is unknown but estimated to be 3 
years (Garnett and Crowley, 2000) 

Threats  

Past The Azure Kingfisher was formerly shot for skins in Tasmania 
(Dove, 1907 as cited in Higgins, 1999). However, there is no 
available evidence on the extent and duration of this historical 
threat, with scant published accounts and no evidence that the 
threat is current (DPIPWE, 2009). 

Present There are a number of identified threats that may be impacting 
the subspecies. However, whether they are affecting the 
subspecies has not been confirmed and the extent to which they 
may be contributing to a decline has not been quantified. These 
threats include: 

Habitat clearing (including forestry activities) 
Clearing along stream banks and logging, which could affect 
stream health, may have contributed to a decline in the 
subspecies, including localised extinctions (Garnett and 
Crowley, 2000; DPIPWE, 2009). 

Acid mine drainage from tailings dams 
Higgins (1999) states that “acidic runoff from tailings dams in 
Tasmania may adversely affect local populations.” Some of the 
worst affected river systems within its current range are not 
known to be inhabited by the subspecies, suggesting that acid 
mine drainage may make some portions of river systems 
unsuitable for the subspecies (DPIPWE, 2009). 

Fluctuating water levels caused by dams and weirs 
Fluctuating water levels may flood out nest tunnels drilled low 
in the banks of large streams (Shields, 1994). 

Bridge construction 
The subspecies is vulnerable to disturbance events associated 
with bridge construction works (e.g. clearing and grading from 
heavy machinery). Bridge construction works which occur 
across river sections which support breeding colonies of the 
subspecies are likely to disturb breeding behaviour (DPIPWE, 
2009). 

Flooding of nesting burrows from boat wash 
River systems that support the subspecies may be subject to 
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recreational boating activity, and it is possible that even a one-
off high wake from a power boat could flood an active breeding 
burrow (DPIPWE, 2009). It is unknown whether the small wash 
created by cruise boats is sufficient to flood nesting burrows 
along inhabited stretches of river. 

Competition with Salmo trutta (Brown Trout) 
Garnett and Crowley (2000) state that the most likely reason for 
the decline in range of the Azure Kingfisher in Tasmania is 
competition with Brown Trout, which are now present in all 
streams and probably reduce the availability of galaxiids and the 
other small fish (Jackson, 1978; McDowall, 2006) which are 
presumed to be the kingfisher’s natural prey. 

Loss of habitat due to the inappropriate removal of willows 
(Salix spp.)  
While Willows are often targeted for removal due to their pest 
status (DPIPWE, 2003), some anecdotal evidence suggests that 
the subspecies may benefit locally from infestations of in-stream 
willows, which create slow-moving to still backwaters in some 
drainage systems and allow schools of small fish to back up at 
certain times of the year (Zukowski and Gawne, 2006). 

Illegal removal of whitebait by recreational fishers 
Garnett and Crowley (2000) state that activities such as 
“poaching of whitebait from western rivers” may be a reason for 
the decline in the subspecies. 

Future N/A 

 

3. Public Consultation 

The information used in this assessment was made available for public exhibition and 
comment for 30 business days. No comments were received. 

 

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

 
Criterion 1: Not eligible 
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 

Criterion element Evidence 

Reduction in numbers Insufficient data – there is no reliable information to indicate a 
reduction in numbers for the subspecies. Anecdotally, however, 
the subspecies appears to now be absent from many parts of its 
former range (Higgins, 1999). Some sites formerly occupied 
and reliably reported for many decades appear to have suffered 
a population decline but it is not known if this is related to an 
identifiable threat or a lack of systematic surveying (DPIPWE, 
2009). 

In addition, lack of recent database records and sightings in 
many locations where the species was once known to occur 
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(Thomas, 1979) suggest a decline in both extent of occurrence 
and area of occupancy. However, the magnitude of this decline 
is difficult to quantify due to a lack of data. 

 

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

Criterion element Evidence 

Geographic distribution 

AND 

Limited – Garnett and Crowley (2000) report that the extent of 
occurrence is 2000 km2 (with a medium reliability factor) and 
area of occupancy is 500 km2 (with a low reliability factor). 
Another estimate of area of occupancy for the subspecies is 
20 km2 (DPIPWE, 2009). Given the low reliability and margin 
for error in these estimates of geographic distribution, the 
Committee considers that this represents a limited distribution 
for the subspecies. 

Geographic distribution 
precarious 

Yes – the subspecies occurs in disjunct locations and continued 
decline is inferred due to ongoing presumed threats (Higgins, 
1999; Garnett and Crowley, 2000; DPIPWE, 2009). 

 

Criterion 3: Eligible for listing as endangered 
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 

Criterion element Evidence 

Total no. of mature 
individuals  

AND 

Low (for the purpose of this Criterion)– Garnett and Crowley 
(2000) note that ‘although it is ambitious to estimate numbers 
for this subspecies, records are few enough to suggest that the 
population contains fewer than 250 mature individuals.’ 
Recognising the low reliability and margin for error in this 
estimate, the Committee considers that this represents a low 
number of mature individuals. 

Continued rate of decline Insufficient data – see Criterion 1. 

OR 

Total no. of mature 
individuals 

AND 

Low – see above. 

Continued decline likely 

AND 

Yes – see Criterion 2. 

 

Geographic distribution 
precarious 

Yes – see Criterion 2. 
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Criterion 4: Not eligible 
The estimated total number of mature individuals is extremely low, very low or low 

Criterion element Evidence 

Total no. of mature 
individuals 

Not low (for the purposes of this Criterion) – Garnett and 
Crowley (2000) note that ‘although it is ambitious to estimate 
numbers for this subspecies, records are few enough to suggest 
that the population contains fewer than 250 mature individuals.’ 
Given the low reliability and margin for error in this estimate, 
the Committee considers that this does not represent a low 
number of mature individuals. 

 

Criterion 5: Not eligible 
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 
 

Criterion element Evidence 

Probability of extinction 
in the wild  

No data. 

 

5. Recovery Plan 

The Committee considers that there should not be a recovery plan for Tasmanian Azure 
Kingfisher as the approved conservation advice for the species provides sufficient direction to 
implement priority actions and mitigate against key threats. 

 

6. Recommendations 

(i) The Committee recommends that the list referred to in section 178 of the EPBC Act be 
amended by including in the list in the endangered category: 

Ceyx azureus diemenensis 

(ii) The Committee recommends that there should not be a recovery plan for this subspecies. 

 

 

Associate Professor Robert J.S. Beeton AM FEIANZ 

Chair 

Threatened Species Scientific Committee 
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