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Advice to the Minister for the Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population and 
Communities 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 Queensland on: 

Melanotaenia eachamensis (Lake Eacham rainbowfish) 
 

2. Summary of Species Details 
Taxonomy Conventionally accepted as Melanotaenia eachamensis

Listing Status 

 Allen & 
Cross, 1982. 

Listed as endangered under the Queensland Nature 
Conservation Act 1992. 

Description A small, laterally-compressed fish rarely exceeding 6.5 cm in 
length. It is generally silvery or bluish in colour with a dark mid-
lateral stripe and two fainter ventral bands and red fins (Pusey 
et al., 2004). Margins of dorsal and anal fins are almost black in 
breeding males. There is some sexual dimorphism: fins are 
longer, more pointed and more brightly coloured in breeding 
males (Pusey et al., 2004). 

Distribution The Lake Eacham rainbowfish is restricted to the Atherton 
Tablelands in north-east Queensland, and currently known from 
the upper reaches of the Barron and North and South 
Johnstone river systems, Lake Euramoo and Bromfield Swamp 
(Pusey et al., 2004). It formerly occurred in Lake Eacham, from 
which the species was first recorded. 

Relevant 
Biology / Ecology 

The Lake Eacham rainbowfish feeds on aquatic invertebrates, 
terrestrial insects and algae (Pusey et al., 2004). 

The species is now considered to be a stream-dwelling species 
that prefers headwaters and smaller streams, though significant 
lacustrine (lake) populations are known (Pusey et al., 1997; Zhu 
et al., 1998; Pusey et al., 2004). 

Breeding sizes are reported to be 5.5 cm and 6 cm for females 
and males, respectively (Leggett and Merrick, 1987). 

The Lake Eacham rainbowfish has a complex evolutionary 
history and there is evidence of interbreeding with the common 
and widespread eastern rainbowfish (M. splendida splendida) in 
most locations where it is found. The Dirran Creek and Lake 
Euramoo populations of Lake Eacham rainbowfish are important 
as they are genetically the two purest populations of the species 
(Zhu et al., 1998). Pure Lake Eacham rainbowfish populations 
are predator-naive, and thus extremely susceptible to 
translocated predatory fish (Brown and Warburton, 1997; 
Brown, 2003). 
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Threats  

Known The main identified threat to the Lake Eacham rainbowfish, and 
the presumed cause of its extinction in Lake Eacham, is 
predation by illegally translocated native fish. In the 1980s the 
barred grunter (Amniataba percoides), mouth almighty 
(Glossamia aprion), bony herring (Nematalosa erebi) and seven-
spot archerfish (Toxotes chatareus) were illegally translocated 
into Lake Eacham. By 1987 these translocated species were 
abundant there and the Lake Eacham rainbowfish could not be 
found (Barlow et al., 1987). The species was then feared extinct 
until it was rediscovered in the private collections of aquarists 
(Caughey et al., 1990). Mouth almighty was the most abundant 
translocated species in Lake Eacham (Barlow et al., 1987) and 
is considered to be the primary threat (Pusey et al., 2004). 
Conversely, bony herring are largely herbivorous and likely not 
implicated in the demise of the rainbowfish. 

Unauthorised translocations of native fish have likely been 
occurring in the Wet Tropics region for 50 years or more 
(Burrows, 2002). 

Potential The main potential threat to Lake Eacham rainbowfish is further 
illegal translocations of native fish in the stream habitats where 
it persists (Burrows, 2002; Pusey et al., 2004). Habitat 
degradation through siltation from grazing and sugar cane 
farming, and smothering of riparian zones by para grass 
(Brachiara mutica), are also potential threats (Pusey et al., 
2004). 

 
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 – While the loss of the Lake Eacham 

population clearly represents a reduction in numbers of Lake 
Eacham rainbowfish, there are insufficient data on population 
size, structure or density to indicate a substantial reduction in 
numbers. There are also insufficient data to determine 
abundance across its range. 
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Criterion 2:  Its geographic distribution is precarious for the survival of the species and is 
very restricted, restricted or limited 

 
Eligible for listing as endangered 
 
Criterion element Evidence 
Geographic distribution  

AND 

Restricted – The extent of occurrence was determined using 
known location points and is estimated to be about 850 km2. 
The current area of occupancy is estimated to be about 1 km2 
(QLD DERM, unpubl. data, 2010). 

Geographic distribution 
precarious 

Lake Eacham rainbowfish was thought to be extinct in the wild 
until located in Dirran Creek, a tributary of the North Johnstone 
River, and Lake Euramoo (Allen, 1989, 1995). Further surveys 
confirmed and extended its known presence in Dirran Creek 
and other tributaries of the North Johnstone River, the upper 
Barron River and the upper reaches of the North and South 
Johnstone Rivers (Pusey et al., 1997; Zhu et al., 1998). Pusey 
et al. (1997) speculate on a wider possible distribution for the 
Lake Eacham rainbowfish including the upper Tully River, but 
Pusey et al. (2004) state that the Lake Eacham rainbowfish is 
only known from the Barron and Johnstone River catchments 
at altitudes above 500 m and advise that suspected lower 
altitude populations have proven to be Utchee Creek 
rainbowfish (M. utcheensis). 

Given that known pure populations are fragmented and at 
limited locations (Dirran Creek and Lake Euramoo), and the 
species has a projected decline from further illegal fish 
translocations and other threats, the species’ geographic 
distribution is considered to be precarious. This is supported by 
the fact that Dirran Creek was described as predator-free by 
Brown and Warburton in 1997, but by 2004 Pusey et al. had 
recorded translocated sooty grunter (Hephaestus fuliginosus) 
in this creek. 

 

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 

No data 
 

Continued rate of decline  Insufficient data – See Criterion 1 

OR 
Total no. of mature 
individuals  

No data 
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AND 

Continued decline likely 

AND 

Insufficient data – See Criterion 1 

Geographic distribution 
precarious 

Insufficient – 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 

No data 

 

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 
 
 
Criterion element Evidence 

Probability of extinction in 
the wild  

No data 

 

5. Recovery Plan 
There should not be a recovery plan for Melanotaenia eachamensis 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 finds the species eligible for listing as endangered under Criterion 2. 

Therefore the Committee recommends that no amendment be made to the list 
referred to in section 178 of the EPBC Act and that Melanotaenia eachamensis 
remains eligible for inclusion in the endangered category of the list. 

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

 

Threatened Species Scientific Committee 
31 August 2011 
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