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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 on discovery of a species previously thought to 
be extinct: 
 
Caladenia pumila (dwarf spider-orchid) 
 
The dwarf spider-orchid was transferred from the extinct category to the critically endangered 
category under Section 192 of the EPBC Act, effective from 30 September 2011. The Committee 
provides the following assessment of the appropriateness of retaining this species in the critically 
endangered category of the EPBC Act list of threatened species. 
 
2. Summary of Species Details 

Taxonomy Conventionally accepted as Caladenia pumila R.S.Rogers 

State/Territory Listing 
Status 

Listed as threatened under the Victorian Flora and Fauna 
Guarantee Act 1988.  

Description The dwarf spider-orchid flower stem grows to 15 cm tall, is stout 
and green with long hairs. Single white flowers to 6 cm across, 
with fine pink streaks. The single leaf is green with reddish basal 
spots, fleshy, lance-shaped and covered with long hairs on both 
surfaces. Flowers in September and October (Backhouse and 
Jeanes, 1995). 

Distribution The species was previously known from a single population at 
Bannockburn, south-central Victoria. It was originally collected 
in 1921 and reported to be locally common (Jones, 2006). Two 
specimens were collected in 1926 (MEL564679 and 
MEL2016190; National Herbarium of Victoria) and despite many 
searches there have been no records from this location since 
(Jones, 2006). 

The dwarf spider-orchid was thought to be extinct until it was 
rediscovered from a nearby site in September 2009, in the 
Inverleigh Nature Conservation Reserve, approximately 12 km 
from Bannockburn. There are only two known plants at this site 
that are approximately 2 cm apart. Surveys in the surrounding 
area have failed to locate any additional plants (McMaster, pers. 
comm., 2011). 

Relevant 
Biology/Ecology 

The dwarf spider-orchid is ‘said to be confined to hillsides and 
rushy flats, presumably in grassland, woodland or open forest’ 
(Backhouse and Jeanes, 1995). It is currently known from a 
natural, flat grassy rise on sandy loam, approximately 50 m from 
an intermittent watercourse. Like all Caladenia species, the 
dwarf spider-orchid goes into a state of dormancy over summer 
(McMaster, pers. comm., 2011). 

The Royal Botanic Gardens (Melbourne) and the Department of 
Sustainability and Environment (Victoria) are currently 
attempting to propagate the dwarf spider-orchid from seeds 
collected in 2009 and 2010 from the two known plants 
(McMaster, pers. comm., 2011). 
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Threats  

Known Habitat degradation 

The Bannockburn area has undergone considerable 
development, leading to the destruction of a significant portion 
of the natural habitat in the region (McMaster, pers. comm., 
2011). It is assumed that habitat degradation caused the decline 
of the dwarf spider-orchid prior to 2009 (Jeanes and Backhouse, 
2006). 

Potential Trampling 

The Inverleigh Nature Conservation Reserve is used for a range 
of activities including trail-bike riding, bushwalking, firewood 
collection and camping, which all have the potential to damage 
or destroy the dwarf spider-orchid plants, particularly during the 
flowering season (McMaster, pers. comm., 2011). 

Trampling by orchid enthusiasts may also become a threat to 
the species as more people become aware of its location 
(McMaster, pers. comm., 2011).  

Browsing 

Macropods, white-winged choughs (Corcorax melanorhamphos) 
and possums have been observed browsing in the reserve and 
are known to have impacted on other Caladenia species. The 
likelihood of unprotected dwarf spider-orchid flowers being 
browsed in the reserve is considered to be high. In 2009 the 
leaves of both plants had been browsed (McMaster, pers. 
comm., 2011). A rabbit/kangaroo proof fence was erected in 
2010 and the plants are caged in the flowering season each 
year (McMaster, pers. comm., 2011). 

Illegal collection 

Given that there are only two known dwarf spider-orchid plants, 
theft is a potential threat to the species. Re-introduction of 
additional plants is planned for the future and this will ease the 
pressure on these two plants (McMaster, pers. comm., 2011). 

Competition 

The pioneer species Acacia paradoxa grows approximately 
10 m from the two known dwarf spider-orchid plants. Juvenile 
A. paradoxa plants are beginning to grow in the natural grassy 
clearing that the dwarf spider-orchid inhabits and are a potential 
threat to the woody grassland habitat that the dwarf spider-
orchid is associated with (McMaster, pers. comm., 2011). 

Low genetic diversity 

Low genetic diversity may become a long-term threat to the 
survival of the species if no/few additional plants are located. 
Seed was collected from the two known plants in 2009/2010 
and mycorrhizal fungi were collected from one of the plants in 
2009. Propagation took place in 2010 without success. In 2011 
the mycorrhizal fungi from Caladenia sp. aff. patersonii was 
used to propagate the C. pumila seed with positive results. 
Surveys will continue to be conducted in search of additional 
plants (McMaster, pers. comm., 2011). 
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3. Public Consultation 

Notice of the proposed amendment was made available for public 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:  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 – The dwarf spider-orchid was previously 
known from a single population (from which two specimens 
were collected in 1926) near Bannockburn, Victoria. The 
species was thought to be extinct until two plants were 
discovered at a nearby site in 2009. Searches in the 
surrounding area have not discovered any additional 
individuals (McMaster, pers. comm., 2011). 

It can be inferred that the species has undergone a reduction 
in numbers (from ‘locally common’ in 1921, to the two 
individuals currently known to exist). However, this decline has 
occurred over a timeframe greater than ten years and 
presumably greater than three generations. 

 

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

Not eligible 
 

Criterion element Evidence 

Geographic distribution 

AND 

Very restricted – The species’ estimated extent of occurrence 
(including its past occurrence) is 40 km2 (McMaster, pers. 
comm., 2011). Its current area of occupancy and extent of 
occurrence (i.e. excluding the extinct Bannockburn population) 
is less than 1 km2 respectively. 

Geographic distribution 
precarious 

Insufficient data – The dwarf spider-orchid is known from a 
limited location near Bannockburn, where only two individual 
plants have been found (McMaster, pers. comm., 2011). 
Habitat degradation is a known threat to the species, and 
potential threats include trampling, browsing, illegal collection 
and low genetic diversity. The species is inferred to have 
undergone a reduction in the number of mature individuals 
since 1921. However, there are insufficient data to determine 
whether this represents a continued decline. 
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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 

Very low – The dwarf spider-orchid was thought to be extinct 
until it was rediscovered in the Inverleigh Nature Conservation 
Reserve in September 2009. There are only two known plants 
at this site. Searches in the surrounding area have failed to 
locate any additional plants (McMaster, pers. comm., 2011). 

Continued rate of decline  No – While the species is inferred to have undergone a 
reduction in numbers since 1921, the rate of this decline 
cannot be determined. 

OR 

Total no. of mature 
individuals  

AND 

Very low – The dwarf spider-orchid was thought to be extinct 
until it was rediscovered in the Inverleigh Nature Conservation 
Reserve in September 2009. There are only two known plants 
at this site. Searches in the surrounding area have failed to 
locate any additional plants (McMaster, pers. comm., 2011). 

Continued decline likely 

AND 

Insufficient data – While the species is inferred to have 
undergone a reduction in numbers since 1921, there are 
insufficient data to determine whether this decline is 
continuing. 

Geographic distribution 
precarious 

Insufficient data – See Criterion 2 

 

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

Eligible for listing as critically endangered 
 

Criterion element Evidence 

Total no. of mature 
individuals 

Extremely 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 
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5. Recovery Plan 

There should not be a recovery plan for Caladenia pumila 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 no amendment to the list referred to in section 178 of the 
EPBC Act and that Caladenia pumila remains eligible for inclusion in the critically 
endangered category of the list. 

 

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

 

 

Threatened Species Scientific Committee 

6 March 2012 
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