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Listing Advice 

Vombatus ursinus ursinus 

Common Wombat (Bass Strait) 

Taxonomy 
 
Conventionally accepted as Vombatus ursinus ursinus Shaw, 1800. It is one of three subspecies 
of V. ursinus (Common Wombat, a.k.a. Bare-Nosed Wombat), the other two are: V. u. 
tasmaniensis (Tasmania) and V. u. hirsutus (mainland Australia) (Groves 2005).  

Summary of assessment 
 
Conservation status  

The Common Wombat (Bass Strait) was listed as Vulnerable effective July 2000. The 
assessment has determined that the species is no longer eligible for inclusion in any category of 
the list and is eligible for delisting. 
 
Species can be listed as threatened under state and territory legislation. For information on the 
listing status of this species under relevant state or territory legislation, see 
http://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/sprat/public/sprat.pl  
 
Reason for conservation assessment by the Threatene d Species Scientific Committee 

The Common Wombat (Bass Strait) was listed as Vulnerable under the predecessor to the 
Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act), the Endangered 
Species Protection Act 1992, and transferred to the EPBC Act in July 2000.   
 
This advice follows assessment of new information provided to the Committee to change the 
listing status of the Common Wombat (Bass Strait).  
 
Public Consultation 

Notice of the proposed amendment and a consultation document was made available for public 
comment for 32 business days between 30 May 2018 and 13 July 2018. Any comments 
received that were relevant to the survival of the species were considered by the Committee as 
part of the assessment process. 
 
Species/Subspecies Information 
 
Description  

The Common Wombat (V. ursinus) is a large, burrowing marsupial. It is solidly built with a squat, 
round body, small ears and eyes, and a large naked nose. It has short legs, large paws and 
long, strong claws which are used in the excavation of burrows. It has a short tail growing to 
2.5 cm. The rump is covered by a very tough, thick skin. Its thick, coarse fur varies in colour 
from sandy brown to grey and black, and is sometimes flecked with fawn (McIlroy 2008; 
DPIPWE 2014).  

On the mainland they average 1 m in length and 27 kg in weight, yet can reach up to 1.2 m in 
length and weights of up to 35 kg. The Tasmanian subspecies is not as large or bulky, 
averaging 85 cm in length and 20 kg in weight, while the Bass Strait subspecies is smaller still at 
only 75 cm in length (DPIPWE 2014).  
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The Common Wombat differs from all other marsupials by having a single pair of upper and 
lower incisors (front teeth). These teeth are never ground away as they are both rootless and 
never stop growing. The females have a backward opening pouch (DPIPWE 2014).  

Distribution   

The Common Wombat (Bass Strait) (V. u. ursinus) is now restricted to Flinders Island, which lies 
to the north-east of Tasmania in the Bass Strait (Rounsevell et al. 1991). It formerly occurred on 
King Island (from which it was eradicated in the nineteenth century; Hope 1974), and on Cape 
Barren Island, Deal Island and Clarke Island from which it was extirpated by 1910 (Hope 1973). 
The range has diminished by more than 50 percent. 
 
A translocated population of this subspecies was established on Maria Island in 1970−1971  
by the Animals and Birds Protection Board (Ingram 2015), along with other species around the 
same time, for conservation purposes (DPIPWE 2018. pers comm 9 August). The population 
persisted at least until the 1980s (Rounsevell 1989). It has been uncertain to what extent 
individuals retained genetic distinctiveness with respect to the native population of Common 
Wombat (Tasmania), believed to be already present on the Island (Woinarski et al. 2014). 
However, the population genomics of all three subspecies of Common Wombat has recently 
been assessed, including samples from Flinders Island and Maria Island (S Carver 2018. pers 
comm 21 July). Early results show Maria Island samples (n=9) group closely with those from 
Flinders Island, confirming retention of genetic distinctiveness (Figure 1) (S Carver 2018. pers 
comm 21 July). 
 

 
 
Figure 1.  Principal Components Analysis of the population genomic groupings of Common 
Wombats from Flinders and Maria Islands, Tasmania and mainland Australia. Results show 
Common Wombats from Maria Island share genetic distinctiveness with Flinders Island (S 
Carver 2018. pers comm 21 July). 
 
Relevant Biology/Ecology 

The Common Wombat is ground-dwelling and shelters during the day in burrows, which are 
often dug in areas above creeks and gullies. In Tasmania it shows a preference for heathland, 
coastal scrub and open forest where soils favour their burrowing habits (DPIPWE 2014). On 
Flinders Island it inhabits heath, grassy woodlands and pasturelands, with predominantly 
introduced grass species (Green & Rainbird 1988; Maxwell et al. 1996). McLaren (1966) 
reported "wombat water holes" behind sand dunes in the south-east of Flinders Island and 
suggested they may have been dug by wombats to obtain drinking water. Green and Rainbird 
(1988) reported somewhat similar features, and similar has been seen for the Tasmanian 
subspecies (S Carver 2018. pers comm 21 July). 
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Burrows can be up to 20 m long and more than 2 m below the ground, and have numerous 
connecting tunnels and entrances. There may also be more than one bedding chamber in the 
burrow, with the bedding chamber made from sticks, leaves and grasses. Although they are 
solitary animals, with only one wombat inhabiting any one burrow, the overlap of home ranges 
occasionally results in a number of wombats using the same burrow. To avoid the overlap of 
feeding areas they use scent-marking, vocalisations and aggressive displays. The dung has a 
distinctive cube shape which is also used to mark areas. If threatened, a wombat will dive into a 
nearby burrow or hollow log, using its rump as protection from attackers. The wombat is also 
capable of crushing attackers against the burrow roof (DPIPWE 2014). 
 
Home range size varies markedly, from 2 to 82 hectares (McIlroy 2008). However, most appear 
to be less than 25 ha (McIlroy 1973; Taylor 1993) which is comparatively small for a marsupial 
herbivore (Evans 2008). The wide variation in home range size may be due to differences in 
habitat quality, food availability and wombat density between areas (Taylor 1993; Evans 2008). 
Small home ranges and obligate burrow use constrain wombats to foraging near burrows 
(Evans 2008). Important environmental predictors of burrow presence include proximity to 
vegetative cover, proximity to watercourses, and vegetation type (Roger et al. 2007; Borchard et 
al. 2008). Wombats are generally limited to riparian buffer zones in agricultural landscapes 
(Borchard et al. 2008). 
 
Wombats are entirely herbivorous, feeding on plant material such as grasses, sedges and 
herbs; especially on young plants (Green & Rainbird 1988). They are mostly nocturnal, usually 
coming out at night, dusk or dawn to graze when temperatures are lower. However, in cooler 
weather they may be seen during the day either grazing or basking in the sun. They graze for 
three to eight hours a night, during which time they may travel many kilometres and visit up to 
four burrows within their home range to rest or tidy up the burrow (DPIPWE 2014).  
 
Breeding for the Common Wombat (Bass Strait) is seasonal and births occur in the seven-
month period between mid-January and the last week of August (Green & Rainbird 1988). This 
is in marked contrast to the breeding biology of the Tasmanian and mainland subspecies, where 
births were found to occur throughout the year (Green & Rainbird 1987). Generation length is 
6.5 years, derived from a mean of age at sexual maturity (2 years) and longevity (10−12 years) 
(McIlroy 2008). 
 
Threats 

The main threat to the Common Wombat (Bass Strait) is sarcoptic mange caused by Sarcoptes 
scabiei. Over-hunting in the past led to the local extinction of the Common Wombat (Bass Strait) 
on a number of Bass Strait islands (Maxwell et al. 1996).  
 
Table 1:  Threats to the Common Wombat (Bass Strait) in approximate order of severity of risk, 
based on available evidence 
 

Number  Threat factor  Threat type 
and status 

Evidence base  

1.0 Disease 
1.1 Sarcoptic 

mange 
known 
current 

Mange, caused by the scabies or itch mite 
(Sarcoptes scabiei) was first introduced to 
Australia by European settlers and their 
domestic animals (Fraser et al. 2016, 2017). 
The parasite occurs in Common Wombat 
populations throughout the species’ range 
(Martin et al. 1998). While outbreaks are 
sporadic, evidence shows that mange can 
cause significant morbidity and mortality and 
can have a substantial effect on local 
abundance, including local extirpation (Gray 
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1937; Martin et al. 2018). The causes of such 
events remain unclear, but the geographic 
scale of outbreaks are much smaller than the 
area of Flinders Island. 

2.0 Direct mortality from anthropogenic activities 
2.1 Road traffic known 

current 
Flinders Island has a high level of roadkill, 
including wombats. However, population-level 
impacts are unclear (Woinarski et al. 2014). 

2.2 Secondary 
poisoning 

known 
current 

There is some evidence of mortality caused by 
1080 baits used to control non-native predators 
(DPIPWE 2014). 

3.0 Introduced species 
3.1 Predation by 

non-native 
predators  

known 
current 

Predation by dogs (Canis familiaris) is a cause 
of mortality, but population-level impacts are 
unclear (Woinarski et al. 2014). 

3.2 Competition 
for food 
resources 
with livestock 

potential Not demonstrated, but plausible. Common 
Wombats rely on food resources within their 
home range (Evans 2008). Major threats to 
food resources are likely to be competition for 
food from domestic stock, or land changes due 
to intensive agriculture (Evans 2008). 

4.0 Habitat loss and degradation 
4.1 Clearing of 

habitat 
known past 
and potential 

Extensive areas of Flinders Island have been 
cleared for agricultural purposes, reducing 
habitat availability. However, ongoing 
population-level impacts are unclear. 

Common Wombats can occur at high densities 
in agricultural areas due to the higher food 
availability. However, their burrows are 
restricted to remnant riparian vegetation 
(Skerratt et al. 2004; Borchard et al. 2008) and 
their overall abundance is lower due to lower 
shrub and tree cover which provide 
protection/shelter (McIlroy 1973; Borchard et 
al. 2008).  

4.2 Habitat 
degradation 
due to 
livestock  

potential Not demonstrated, but plausible. Wombats are 
generally limited to riparian buffer zones in 
agricultural landscapes, which are vulnerable 
to degradation of streambanks through the 
trampling of livestock (Borchard et al. 2008). 

5.0 Fire 
5.1 Extensive or 

intense fires 
potential Not demonstrated, but plausible. Wombats are 

well protected from fire in their burrows, but fire 
threatens their food supply. 
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How judged by the Committee in relation to the EPBC  Act Criteria and Regulations 
 
Criterion 1. Population size reduction (reduction in total nu mbers)  
Population reduction (measured over the longer of 10 years or 3 generations) based on any of A1 to 
A4 

 Critically Endangered  
Very severe reduction 

Endangered  
Severe reduction 

Vulnerable  
Substantial reduction 

A1 ≥ 90% ≥ 70% ≥ 50% 

A2, A3, A4  ≥ 80% ≥ 50% ≥ 30% 

A1 Population reduction observed, estimated, inferred or 
suspected in the past and the causes of the reduction 
are clearly reversible AND understood AND ceased. 

A2 Population reduction observed, estimated, inferred 
or suspected in the past where the causes of the 
reduction may not have ceased OR may not be 
understood OR may not be reversible. 

A3 Population reduction, projected or suspected to be 
met in the future (up to a maximum of 100 years) [(a) 
cannot be used for A3] 

A4 An observed, estimated, inferred, projected or 
suspected population reduction where the time period 
must include both the past and the future (up to a 
max. of 100 years in future), and where the causes of 
reduction may not have ceased OR may not be 
understood OR may not be reversible. 

 
(a) direct observation [except A3] 

(b) an index of abundance appropriate to 
the taxon 

(c) a decline in area of occupancy, 
extent of occurrence and/or quality of 
habitat 

(d) actual or potential levels of 
exploitation 

(e) the effects of introduced taxa, 
hybridization, pathogens, pollutants, 
competitors or parasites 

 
Evidence: 
 
Not Eligible 

There have been few formal surveys for the subspecies. McLaren (1966) reported on a brief 
survey conducted in March 1965 on Flinders Island. This was part of a broader study of the 
biology of the Common Wombat, and included mapping the distribution of the species in relation 
to geography and vegetation types.  

Green and Rainbird (1988) reported on various aspects of the biology and ecology of the 
wombat on Flinders Island. This study was based on 77 wombats collected mainly from pastoral 
properties and road killed animals. The report stated that there had probably been a great 
increase in the numbers of wombats during the 1960s−1980s due to land management 
activities. Whilst historical evidence indicates that there has been a decline in the total 
population of the subspecies due to the extinction of the subspecies from other Bass Strait 
islands (Hope 1974), there is no evidence that there have been any major changes in numbers 
on Flinders Island, and extreme fluctuations are considered unlikely (Woinarski et al. 2014). 

The Tasmanian Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and Environment have 
conducted regular spotlight surveys on Flinders Island since 1991. While these surveys are 
mainly targeted at possums and wallabies, wombat numbers are also recorded (Driessen & 
Hocking 1992). Spotlighting data for wombats on Flinders Island do not show any evidence of 
decline over the past three-generation period (about 20 years) (Figure 2).  

 
 
 

based on 
any of the 
following: 
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Figure 2. Sightings of the Common Wombat (Bass Strait) on Flinders Island from annual state-
wide spotlighting surveys. A transect is a 10km section of road and adjacent land. Source: 
DPIPWE (2016; 2018. pers comm 21 March). 

Following assessment of the data the Committee has determined that the subspecies is not 
eligible for listing in any category under this criterion as the past, current or future population 
declines are thought unlikely to exceed 30% in any 3-generation period. 

Criterion 2.  Geographic distribution as indicators for either ex tent of occurrence 
AND/OR area of occupancy 

 Critically 
Endangered 

Very restricted 

Endangered  
Restricted 

Vulnerable  
Limited 

B1. Extent of occurrence (EOO) < 100 km 2 < 5,000 km2 < 20,000 km 2 

B2. Area of occupancy (AOO) < 10 km 2 < 500 km 2 < 2,000 km2 

AND at least 2 of the following 3 conditions: 

(a) Severely fragmented OR Number 
of locations 

= 1 ≤ 5 ≤ 10 

(b) Continuing decline observed, estimated, inferred or projected in any of: (i) extent of occurrence; (ii) area of 
occupancy; (iii) area, extent and/or quality of habitat; (iv) number of locations or subpopulations; (v) number of 
mature individuals 

(c) Extreme fluctuations in any of: (i) extent of occurrence; (ii) area of occupancy; (iii) number of locations or 
subpopulations; (iv) number of mature individuals 

 
Evidence:  
 
Not Eligible 

The area of occupancy effectively corresponds to the extent of occurrence, which is taken as the 
area of Flinders Island, 1360 km2. The subspecies occurs at 1−2 locations, with recent evidence 
supporting its occurrence on Maria Island as well as Flinders Island (Figure 1). There is no 
evidence of a continuing decline in the population, and the subspecies does not undergo 
extreme fluctuations. 
 
Following assessment of the data the Committee has determined that the geographic 
distribution is restricted, but is not precarious for survival as the subspecies does not meet at 
least two required conditions of this criterion. 
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Criterion 3. Population size and decline 

 Critically 
Endangered 

Very low 

Endangered  
Low 

Vulnerable  
Limited 

Estimated number of mature individuals < 250 < 2,500  < 10,000  

AND either (C1) or (C2) is true    

C1 An observed, estimated or projected 
continuing decline of at least (up to a 
max. of 100 years in future) 

Very high rate  
25% in 3 years or 1 

generation 
(whichever is 

longer) 

High rate  
20% in 5 years or 2 

generation 
(whichever is 

longer) 

Substantial rate  
10% in 10 years or 3 

generations 
(whichever is 

longer) 

C2 An observed, estimated, projected or 
inferred continuing decline AND its 
geographic distribution is precarious 
for its survival based on at least 1 of 
the following 3 conditions: 

   

(a) 

(i) Number of mature individuals in 
each subpopulation  

≤ 50 ≤ 250 ≤ 1,000 

(ii)  % of mature individuals in one 
subpopulation = 

90 – 100% 95 – 100% 100% 

(b) Extreme fluctuations in the number 
of mature individuals 

   

 
Evidence:  
 
Not Eligible 

The Common Wombat (Bass Strait) was regarded as “common” on Flinders Island (Rounsevell 
et al. 1991). Maxwell et al. (1996) estimated that the total population size was 4000 individuals. 
There is no reliable recent estimate of population size, but it is inferred to be fewer than 10 000 
mature individuals (Woinarski et al. 2014). There is no evidence of a continuing decline in the 
population (see Criterion 1).  
 
Following assessment of the data the Committee has determined that total number of mature 
individuals is likely to be limited, but there is no evidence of a continuing decline. Therefore, the 
subspecies does not meet this required element of this criterion. 

 

Criterion 4. Number of mature individuals  

 Critically Endangered  
Extremely low 

Endangered  
Very Low 

Vulnerable  
Low 

(Medium-term future) 1 

Number of mature individuals < 50 < 250 < 1,000 

D21 Only applies to the Vulnerable category 
Restricted area of occupancy or 
number of locations with a plausible 
future threat that could drive the 
species to critically endangered or 
Extinct in a very short time 

- - 
D2. Typically: area of 

occupancy < 20 km2 or 
number of locations ≤ 5 

1 The IUCN Red List Criterion D allows for species to be listed as Vulnerable under Criterion D2. The corresponding 
Criterion 4 in the EPBC Regulations does not currently include the provision for listing a species under D2. As such, 
a species cannot currently be listed under the EPBC Act under Criterion D2 only. However, assessments that 
demonstrate eligibility for listing under other criteria may include information relevant to D2. This information will not 
be considered by the Committee in making its assessment of the species’ eligibility for listing under the EPBC Act, but 
may assist other jurisdictions to adopt the assessment outcome under the common assessment method. 
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Evidence:  
 
Not Eligible 

Maxwell et al. (1996) indicated that the then total population size was 4000 individuals. There is 
no reliable recent estimate of population size, but it is inferred to be fewer than 10 000 mature 
individuals (Woinarski et al. 2014).  
 
The subspecies occurs at 1−2 locations, which meets the quantitative threshold for listing as 
Vulnerable under IUCN Criterion D2.  However, the largest population, on Flinders Island, 
appears stable and there is no plausible future threat that could drive the subspecies to critically 
endangered or extinct in a very short time. 
 
The total number of mature individuals is greater than 1000 and not considered low. Therefore, 
the species does not meet this required element of this criterion. 
 
 

Criterion 5. Quantitative Analysis  

 Critically Endangered  
Immediate future 

Endangered  
Near future 

Vulnerable  
Medium-term future 

Indicating the probability of extinction in 
the wild to be:  

≥ 50% in 10 years or 
3 generations, 

whichever is longer 
(100 years max.) 

≥ 20% in 20 years or 
5 generations, 

whichever is longer 
(100 years max.)  

≥ 10% in 100 years  

 
Evidence:  

Insufficient data to determine eligibility 

Population viability analysis has not been undertaken, and there are insufficient data to 
demonstrate if the subspecies is eligible for listing under this criterion.  
 

Adequacy of survey 
 
For this assessment it is considered that the survey effort has been adequate and there is 
sufficient scientific evidence to support the assessment outcome.  
 

Consideration for delisting 
 
The Common Wombat (Bass Strait) is currently listed as Vulnerable under the EPBC Act. The 
assessment presented in this Listing Advice indicates the subspecies is no longer eligible to be 
listed under the EPBC Act as it does not satisfy the listing criteria in any category.  

Delisting the Common Wombat (Bass Strait) is not expected to negatively impact on its survival. 
While the subspecies will no longer be considered during the assessment of project referrals 
under the EPBC Act, it has triggered very few project referrals and significant impacts from 
developments on Flinders Island or Maria Island are unlikely. Delisting the subspecies is not 
expected to result in the loss of any management actions that could result in it becoming eligible 
for re-listing in the future.  
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Recommendations 

 
(i) The Committee recommends that the list referred to in section 178 of the EPBC Act be 

amended by deleting  from the list in the Vulnerable category: 

Vombatus ursinus ursinus 
 
Threatened Species Scientific Committee 
 
04/09/2018 
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