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Advice from the Threatened Species Scientific Committee (the Committee) 
on 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: 

Vombatus ursinus ursinus (common wombat (Bass Strait)) 

2. Summary of Species Details 

Taxonomy Conventionally accepted as Vombatus ursinus ursinus (Shaw, 1800)  

State Listing Status This subspecies is not listed under state legislation. 

Description The common wombat (Bass Strait) is a large, burrowing marsupial. 
It has long, coarse, thick fur which is brownish-grey to sandy-brown 
in colour, a short tail growing to 2.5 cm and a broad head with a 
large naked nose (Young, 1980). Adults measure about 77–78 cm 
(males range from 74–80 cm, females 71–82 cm) and weigh 15–22 
kg (males range from 15–20 kg, females 15–22 kg). Sub-adults 
measure about 68–71 cm (males range from 68–73 cm, females 63–
78 cm) and weigh about 12–13 kg (males and females both range 
from 10–15 kg) (Green and Rainbird, 1988). This subspecies is 
smaller than Tasmanian and mainland subspecies (Young, 1980). 

There are two other subspecies of Vombatus ursinus, both of which 
are geographically isolated from Vombatus ursinus ursinus: 

- Vombatus ursinus tasmaniensis which occurs on the Tasmanian 
mainland; 

- Vombatus ursinus hirsutus which occurs in the south-east of the 
Australian mainland. 

Distribution Vombatus ursinus ursinus is endemic to Tasmania, occurring only on 
Flinders Island (Rounsevell et al., 1991). 

This subspecies previously occurred on King Island (western Bass 
Strait), Cape Barren Island, Deal Island and Clarke Island (Hope, 
1974a). It disappeared from King Island in the 19th century (Hope, 
1974b) and was gone from other islands by 1910 (Hope, 1974a), 
likely as the result of human persecution. There is no evidence of 
past declines in abundance on Flinders Island.  

Relevant Biology/Ecology The common wombat (Bass Strait) inhabits heath, grassy 
woodlands and pasturelands (with predominantly introduced grass 
species) (McLaren, 1966; Green and Rainbird, 1988; Maxwell et al., 
1996). 

Green and Rainbird (1988) report that breeding is seasonal and 
births occur in the seven month period between mid January and the 
last week of August with no births occurring in the five months 
between the last week of August and the second week of January. 
This is in marked contrast to the findings of Green and Rainbird 
(1987) for populations of the Tasmanian mainland subspecies where 
births were found to occur throughout the year. There is no 
information available on breeding success, nor conditions needed for 
breeding. It is not likely that there are any breeding behaviours that 
may make the subspecies vulnerable to a threatening process.  
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The generation length, based on information from the Tasmanian 
subspecies, is between two years, the approximate age of first 
breeding, and 5 years, the approximate lifespan of adults in the wild 
(Green and Rainbird, 1987). 

The subspecies feeds mainly at night (especially dusk and dawn) but 
may also feed during the day, especially in cooler weather (Green 
and Rainbird, 1988). There are no specific aspects of the 
subspecies’ feeding behaviours that make it vulnerable to a 
threatening process. During the day, individuals sleep in a nest of 
vegetation in one of several burrows (constructed by themselves or 
other wombats) within a home range (Green and Rainbird, 1988). At 
night (and occasionally during the day), individuals can moves over a 
large area grazing (Green and Rainbird, 1988). The subspecies does 
not have seasonal patterns of movement. 

Threats  

Known Roadkill 
Flinders Island has a high level of roadkill, which includes wombats. 
This threat impacts on all parts of the population, particularly those 
parts close to main roads. It has been suggested that the subspecies 
suffers up to hundreds of deaths annually due to roadkill (Hocking, 
pers. comm., 2010). 

Disease 
Bryant and Jackson (1999) cite disease as one of the “key threats” to 
the subspecies. Sarcoptic mange (or scabies), caused by the 
scabies or itch mite (Sarcoptes scabiei) is reported to occur in 
Common Wombat (Vombatus ursinus) populations throughout the 
range of the species including Tasmania and Flinders Island. While 
mange epizootics are sporadic, they have the potential to threaten 
local abundance, and the long-term survival of small, remnant 
populations (Martin et al., 1998). This threat impacts on all parts of 
the population on Flinders Island. It has been suggested that the 
subspecies suffers < 100 deaths annually due to disease (Hocking, 
pers. comm., 2010).   

Potential Shooting and poisoning 
Bryant and Jackson (1999) cite shooting and poisoning as two of the 
“key threats” to the subspecies. A permit is required to undertake 
culling for the purposes of crop protection under Regulation 13 of the 
Wildlife Regulations 1999, however, no permits are currently issued 
by the Tasmanian Department of Primary Industries, Water and the 
Environment (Hocking, pers. comm., 2010). Illegal shooting and 
poisoning may take place and is likely to affect those parts of the 
subspecies’ distribution on private property managed for agricultural 
purposes (or nearby reserved areas). It is unknown what the effect of 
this threat has been historically or is likely to be in the future. 

Habitat loss (land clearance) 
Extensive areas of Flinders Island have been cleared for agricultural 
purposes although the impact this has had on the subspecies is 
unclear. Population numbers may have elevated through the creation 
of grazing habitat (Green and Rainbird, 1988), although the loss of 
vegetation required for burrows and retreats is cited as a “key threat” 
(Bryant and Jackson, 1999). Potentially, further clearance of habitat 
on private property should be seen as a threat. 
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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 – A historical past decline in numbers can be 

inferred through the loss of the subspecies from Bass Strait Islands 
including King Island, Cape Barren Island, Deal Island and Clarke 
Island. However, this decline occurred prior to 1910 and information 
on numbers on each island to enable impact to be determined is not 
available (Hope, 1974a). The reduction of numbers since these 
historical events is not known.  

 

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

Eligible for listing as vulnerable 
 
Criterion element Evidence 
Geographic distribution  

AND 

Restricted – The extent of occurrence is effectively the whole of 
Flinders Island, approximately 1360 km2

Geographic distribution 
precarious 

.  

Yes – The distribution of the subspecies is the entire area of Flinders 
Island where it is relatively widespread, so is not considered 
fragmented. There are no data to suggest that the population has 
undergone a reduction in numbers over the last three generations or 
that it undergoes fluctuations in extent of occurrence, area of 
occupancy or numbers.  

Although population numbers are considered stable, the 
Committee’s assessment indicates that distribution is precarious 
based on the adverse impacts of known threats on this subspecies. 

 

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 
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Criterion element Evidence 
Total no. of mature 
individuals 

AND 

Limited – The total population on Flinders Island is estimated to be 
about 4000 (Maxwell et al., 1996), but the percentage of mature 
individuals is unknown. 

Continued rate of decline  Not substantial – The subspecies is considered to have a stable 
population status on Flinders Island. Population increases have 
occurred since the 1960s and a stable population has been recorded 
since 1991 (Hocking, pers. comm., 2010). 

OR 

Total no. of mature 
individuals  

AND 

Limited – The total population on Flinders Island is estimated to be 
about 4000 (Maxwell et al., 1996), however, the percentage of 
mature individuals is unknown. 

Continued decline likely 

AND 

No – The subspecies is considered to have a stable population 
status on Flinders Island. Population increases have occurred since 
the 1960s and a stable population has been recorded since 1991 
(Hocking, pers. comm., 2010). 

Geographic distribution 
precarious 

No – 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 

Insufficient data – The number of mature individuals is unknown, 
however the total population on Flinders Island is estimated to be 
about 4000 (Maxwell et al. 1996). 

 

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. Recommendations 

The Committee recommends no amendment to the list referred to in section 178 of the EPBC Act 
and that Vombatus ursinus ursinus remains eligible for inclusion in the vulnerable category of the 
list.  

The Committee notes that this subspecies is eligible for inclusion due the impact of known threats 
and the limited number of individuals. 

 

Threatened Species Scientific Committee 

26 August 2010 
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