
The Minister included this species in the endangered category, effective from 24 January 2014 

Oreixenica ptunarra (Ptunarra brown butterfly) Listing Advice 
Page 1 of 5 

Advice to the Minister for the Environment 
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: 

 Oreixenica ptunarra (Ptunarra brown butterfly) 

2. Summary of Species Details 

Taxonomy Conventionally accepted as Oreixenica ptunarra Couchman, 
1953. 

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

Description The Ptunarra brown butterfly is a small orange and brown 
butterfly. Males have a wing span of 25–33 cm and are brown to 
dark brown with a white to yellow ground colour. Females are 
similar in size to males but their wings are light orange-yellow 
with faint light brown basal areas and two short bars on the front 
margins of the forewings. Both wings carry wing spots as in the 
male (Bell, 1998). 

The caterpillars are greenish-grey in colour, with an olive brown 
line on the back about 20 mm long, and are pointed at both 
ends (Bell, 1998). 

Distribution Endemic to Tasmania. In 1998, the species was known from 
approximately 150 colonies (locations) in the following five 
areas of Tasmania: the Eastern Highlands; the highlands of the 
Southern Midlands; the Steppes; the Central Plateau; and the 
Northwest Plains (Bell, 1998). 

The species primarily occurs on private land. Approximately 
6 per cent of the species’ area of occupancy is contained within 
formal reserves, 18 per cent on other State-owned land, and the 
remaining 76 per cent occurs on private land (Bell, 1998; TSS, 
1998). 

Relevant 
Biology/Ecology 

The Ptunarra brown butterfly is found in areas where there is a 
significant cover of Poa grass (usually in excess of 25 per cent 
cover). The preferred habitat ranges from Poa tussock 
grassland to Hakea microcarpa (small-fruited hakea) grassy 
shrubland to grassy open eucalypt woodland (Bell, 1998; TSS, 
1998). 

The larvae feed at night on the tips of Poa grasses. Larvae have 
been collected from Poa labillardierei (var. labillardierei and var. 
acris), P. rodwayi and P. gunnii. However, P. clelandii, 
P. clivicola, P. sieberiana and P. hookeri are also likely to be 
food plants (Bell, 1998). Adult butterflies have been observed to 
feed on the flowers of Hypochoeris radicata (an introduced 
dandelion) and Xerochrysum subundulatum (a native golden 
everlasting). 

The Ptunarra brown butterfly is generally a montane to alpine 
species being restricted to sites above 400 m in altitude (most 
above 600 m). 
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The species has a one year life cycle (Bell, 1998). It is known to 
undergo extreme fluctuations in population numbers at the 
colony scale, with some colonies changing in population number 
by orders of magnitude between years, presumably due to 
seasonal conditions (Bell, pers. comm., 2007). 

Threats  

Known Land clearance and habitat degradation 
The reduction and fragmentation of the species’ habitat (native 
grassland and grassy woodland), caused by land clearing for 
agriculture and for eucalypt plantations, is a major threat to the 
species (Neyland, 1993; DPIPWE, 2009). 

The Ptunarra brown butterfly is now absent from areas that 
have been converted to pasture. Many populations are now 
found on the fringes of areas which once would have supported 
large colonies (Neyland, 1992). 

Predation 
Predation by the European wasp (Vespula germanica) is a 
major threat to the species (Bell, 2002). European wasps have 
been directly observed taking Ptunarra brown butterflies. It is 
likely that past extinctions of some butterfly colonies are directly 
related to wasp predation, such as at Thompsons Park where 
there was an observed explosion of wasp numbers. The 
strongest butterfly populations are where European wasps have 
not been detected (DPIPWE, 2009). 

Inappropriate fire regimes 
Repeated burning of remnant native grassland has caused a 
severe decline in population levels of the Ptunarra brown 
butterfly in some areas. Infrequent fires can promote the 
invasion of native grassland by shrubby species, thus reducing 
the cover of Poa grass and the attractiveness of the habitat to 
the butterfly (TSS, 1998; DPIPWE, 2009). 

Other minor threats to the species include: habitat disturbance 
and degradation from residential development (Wapstra, pers. 
comm., 2007), construction of dams for irrigation (Wapstra, 
pers. comm., 2007), and impacts from adjacent forestry 
activities, including infrastructure construction (such as the 
construction of roads across grasslands) (FPA, 2006). 
 

Potential None identified. 

3. Public Consultation 

Notice of the proposed amendment was made available for public comment for 30 business 
days. No comments were received. 
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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 – There is no reliable information to indicate a 
reduction in numbers for the species over the past 10 years or 
three generations (three years). 

Historically, the species is thought to have been widespread in 
Poa grassland, shrubland and open woodland habitats across 
central Tasmania but has undergone a substantial reduction in 
area of occupancy since European settlement. In the Midlands, 
less than 3 per cent of the original extent of native grasslands 
remains intact and throughout the state, 40 per cent of the 
original area of Poa grassland has been lost since 1802 (Bell, 
1998). 

A monitoring project from 1998 to 2002 followed population 
trends across 15 of the 150 known colonies. Colonies were 
chosen to provide a representation of population trends for the 
entire species. Results from this study showed a decline in the 
number of butterflies at nine colonies, an increase in number at 
four colonies, and the extinction of two colonies (Bell, 2002). 

While numbers fluctuated from year to year at the 15 colonies, 
numbers declined from 398 000 mature individuals in 1998 to 
291 000 mature individuals in 2002 (Bell, 2002). 

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 – Area of occupancy is estimated to be 139 km2 
(Bell, 1998). The species’ extent of occurrence is 
approximately 10 200 km2 (DPIPWE, 2009). 

Geographic distribution 
precarious 

Yes – The species’ geographic distribution is severely 
fragmented as it occurs in disjunct colonies (locations), which 
are typically separated by large expanses of unsuitable habitat 
(e.g. pasture, dense forest). The species is a weak flyer and 
one to two kilometres of unsuitable habitat between colonies is 
considered to be beyond the flight capacity of the species, if no 
corridors of suitable habitat connect the colonies (Bell, 1998). 
Continued decline in both the species’ numbers and area of 
occupancy is inferred due to ongoing threats. 
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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 

Not limited – While there are no estimates of the total number 
of mature individuals, the number of mature individuals from 
15 colonies is estimated to be 291 000 (Bell, 2002). Therefore 
the Committee judges that the total number of mature 
individuals across the 150 known colonies is not likely to be 
limited.  

Continued rate of decline No data. 

OR 

Total no. of mature 
individuals 

AND 

Not limited – see above. 

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 

Not low – see Criterion 3. 

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 the Ptunarra brown butterfly as the approved 
conservation advice for the species provides sufficient direction to implement priority actions 
and mitigate against key threats. 
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The Committee notes that the following state recovery plan was prepared by the Tasmanian 
Department of Primary Industries, Water and Environment for the species: Ptunarra brown 
butterfly recovery plan: 1998–2003 (Bell, 1998). 

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: 

Oreixenica ptunarra 

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

Threatened Species Scientific Committee 
3 June 2010 
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