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Advice to the Minister for Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population and Communities 
from the Threatened Species Scientific Committee (the Committee) 

on Amendments to the list of Threatened Species 
under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) 

 

1. Scientific name (common name) 

Caladenia dienema (windswept spider-orchid) 

 

2. Description 

The windswept spider-orchid belongs to a group of orchids referred to as the ‘spider orchids’ in the 
Orchidaceae family. The plants are 5 to 16 cm tall with a wiry and densely hairy stalk bearing a 
single flower. The single narrow basal leaf of this species is densely hairy with a purple blotched 
base. The flower is usually dark red with darker red lines and black tail-like extensions. 

It occurs in low heathland with shrubs and sedges on moist to well-drained sandy and clay loams. 

 

3. National Context 

The windswept spider-orchid is endemic to Tasmania. The species is known from eight locations, 
all coastal or very near coastal, ranging from West Point to Conical Rocks, on Tasmania’s west 
coast. There is an historic record from the north coast but the species is presumed to be extinct at 
that site (Threatened Species Section, 2006). The linear range of the species is 88 km. 

The species is listed as vulnerable under the Tasmanian Threatened Species Protection Act 1995. 

 

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

The Committee judges the species to be eligible for listing as endangered under the EPBC Act. 
The justification against the criteria is as follows: 

 

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 

The available information is based upon herbarium records or records from other general surveys, 
and a targeted survey undertaken in 2008 between Marrawah and Temma. It is not possible to 
assess past or likely future changes in numbers from existing information. Therefore, there are no 
data available to assess the species against this criterion. 

 

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

The windswept spider-orchid occurs as eight populations scattered over a linear range of about 
90 km. The geographic distribution of this species is restricted. The current extent of occurrence is 
estimated as 280 km² (Threatened Species Section, 2006). The species is presumed to be extinct 
on the north coast where it was last recorded in 1841. If the northern site is included, the extent of 
occurrence for the species would be approximately 3035 km². This indicates an historic decline in 
geographic extent of over 90 per cent. However, this is likely to overestimate the actual geographic 
decline as the calculation of original extent would include a considerable component of unsuitable, 
inland habitat. 
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The area of occupancy for the extant populations is approximately 0.5 ha (Threatened Species 
Section, 2006). The species generally occurs as individuals scattered within coastal heath habitat 
(Threatened Species Unit, 2001). Each population is geographically isolated from the other by 
2.5–12 km so there is negligible opportunity for genetic exchange. Because of this fragmentation of 
populations, threatening events are unlikely to affect any more than one subpopulation at any one 
time. The main threats are clearance for agriculture or coastal development, inappropriate 
disturbance regimes and recreational activities associated with the conservation area in which 
most subpopulations are known to occur (Threatened Species Section, 2006). 

The likelihood of the current known distribution being its actual distribution is difficult to ascertain 
(Threatened Species Section, 2006). Potential habitat (coastal heathland within one kilometre of 
the coastline) is relatively common on the west coast (Harris and Kitchener, 2005) and there is a 
possibility that more colonies may be found, especially in the vicinity of the most southerly 
subpopulation (Threatened Species Unit, 2001). In view of this, the Committee considers that the 
species’ distribution is restricted. 

Given the severe fragmentation of the species’ distribution and an inferred decline in its extent of 
occurrence, the Committee considers the geographic distribution is precarious for the survival of 
the species. 

Therefore, as the windswept spider-orchid’s geographic distribution is restricted and precarious for 
its survival, the species is eligible for listing as endangered under this criterion. 

 

Criterion 3 –  The estimated total number of mature individuals is limited to a particular 
degree and:  
(a) evidence suggests that the number will continue to decline at a particular 
rate; or  
(b) the number is likely to continue to decline and its geographic distribution 
is precarious for its survival 

Although the estimated total number of mature individuals of this species is very low, about 100 
individuals, there is no evidence to suggest that the number has declined or will continue to 
decline. The subpopulation with the largest number of mature individuals occurs within the Arthur-
Pieman Conservation Area (Threatened Species Section, 2006). Despite the fact that this 
conservation area has been identified as suitable for a range of recreational and commercial 
developments, some protection is afforded to the species through the application of management 
guidelines and codes of practice (Threatened Species Section, 2006). There are no details, either 
published or unpublished, concerning reported declines in subpopulations of this species with the 
exception of the presumed extinction of the northern subpopulation which was last reported in 
1841 (Threatened Species Section, 2006). Therefore, there are no data available to assess the 
species against this criterion. 

 

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

The total population size for the windswept spider-orchid has been estimated to be  
about 100 mature individuals (Threatened Species Section, 2006), which is classified as very low. 
This is likely to be a conservative estimate as numbers of plants have only been determined for 5 
of the 8 known subpopulations and there have been no dedicated surveys for this species. The 
three sites for which no population counts are available are associated with private land, 
unallocated Crown land and leased Crown land, all of which do not appear to have been surveyed 
since the date of the herbarium record. One of these sites, the Conical Rocks site, which is the 
most southerly by approximately 54 km, is in a relatively unfrequented area, raising the possibility 
that more colonies remain to be found (Threatened Species Section, 2006). The species generally 
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occurs as individuals scattered within its coastal heath habitat, with most plants found on only a 
few of the numerous rocky outcrops that emerge from the heath in places. The maximum number 
of plants seen at any one location is 40 (Threatened Species Unit, 2001). Therefore, the species is 
eligible for listing as endangered under this criterion. 

 

Criterion 5 –  Probability of extinction in the wild 

There are no quantitative data available to assess the species against this criterion. 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

Conservation Status 

The windswept spider-orchid is currently known from eight populations found in coastal or near 
coastal localities in the north west of Tasmania. One additional population, recorded at Rocky 
Cape in 1841, is presumed extinct. The total population size for this species has been estimated at 
approximately 100 mature individuals. 

The current extent of occurrence for the species is estimated to be 280 km² and the area of 
occupancy has been calculated to be about 0.5 ha. The Committee considers the geographic 
distribution of the species is restricted, and precarious for its survival. 

In its coastal heath habitat the windswept spider-orchid is threatened by land clearance for 
agricultural and coastal development, agricultural and grazing practices, recreational activities and 
inappropriate fire regimes. The three largest subpopulations are located within the Arthur-Pieman 
Conservation Area which affords a measure of protection to this orchid. The species is eligible for 
listing as endangered under criteria 2 and 4. 

 

Recovery Plan 

The Minister has decided that there should be a Recovery Plan for this species and a recovery 
plan for the windswept spider-orchid (including other Tasmanian orchids) is in place, therefore the 
Committee recommends no change to the Minister’s initial recovery plan decision. 

 

6. Recommendations 

(i) The recommended change in conservation status for this species takes into account the 
current estimate of total population size and the availability of suitable coastal heathland 
habitat in which the species is likely to occur. The Committee recommends that the list 
referred to in section 178 of the EPBC Act be amended by transferring from the critically 
endangered category to the endangered category: 

Caladenia dienema 

 

(ii) The Committee recommends no change to the Minister’s initial recovery plan decision (to 
have a recovery plan for the species). 

 

 

Associate Professor Robert J.S. Beeton AM FEIANZ 

Chair 

Threatened Species Scientific Committee 
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