
The Minister included this species in the vulnerable category, effective from 19 August 2010 

Advice to the Minister for Environment Protection, Heritage and the Arts  
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: 

Tyto novaehollandiae castanops [Tasmanian population] (Tasmanian Masked Owl) 

 
2. Summary of Species Details 

Taxonomy Conventionally accepted as Tyto novaehollandiae castanops 
(Gould, 1837; Higgins, 1999; Christidis and Boles, 2008). 

There are three other subspecies of Tyto novaehollandiae which 
occur within Australia. Tyto novaehollandiae novaehollandiae 
occurs in southeast Queensland, eastern New South Wales, 
Victoria, southern South Australia and southern Western 
Australia. Tyto novaehollandiae kimberli is listed as vulnerable 
under the EPBC Act and occurs in northeast Queensland, the 
Northern Territory and northeast Western Australia. Tyto 
novaehollandiae melvillensis is listed as endangered under the 
EPBC Act and occurs on Melville Island and Bathurst Island 
(Higgins, 1999; DPIPWE, 2009). 

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

Description A large owl, weighing up to 1260 g, with a wingspan of up to 
128 cm. Females are larger and heavier than males and 
considerably darker. The upperparts of this subspecies are dark 
brown to light chestnut in colour, with white speckling. The 
prominent facial disc is buff to chestnut coloured, with a darker 
margin, and chestnut coloured shading around the eyes. The legs 
are fully feathered and the feet are powerful with long talons 
(Higgins, 1999). 

Distribution Endemic to Tasmania, including several near-shore islands, 
although it is absent from King Island and the Furneaux Group 
(DPIPWE, 2009). Densities of the subspecies vary across 
Tasmania. The highest densities are in the east and north (Bell et 
al., 1997; Bell and Mooney, 1997), and the lowest densities 
occur at elevations greater than 600 m and in the western half of 
the State (Bell et al., 1997). However, the paucity of records in 
the western half of Tasmania may be in part due to a lack of 
survey effort (Bell, pers. comm., 2008). 

The subspecies was introduced to Lord Howe Island in the 
1920s to control Rattus rattus (Black Rat), without success 
(Miller and Mullette, 1985; Hutton, 1991). On Lord Howe 
Island, the subspecies is considered a pest (Hutton, 1991) and is 
known to prey upon a number of bird and reptile species, 
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including Gallirallus sylvestris (Lord Howe Woodhens) listed as 
vulnerable under the EPBC Act, Cygis alba (White Tern), 
Pterodroma nigripennis (Black-winged Petrel), Pterodroma 
solandri (Providence Petrel) chicks, Oligosoma lichenigera 
(Lord Howe Island Skink) listed as vulnerable under the EPBC 
Act, and Christinus guentheri (Lord Howe Island Gecko) listed 
as vulnerable under the EPBC Act (NSW NPWS, 2002; DECC, 
2007). 

This advice relates to the population of the subspecies on 
Tasmania, and excludes the introduced population on Lord 
Howe Island. 

Relevant 
Biology/Ecology 

The subspecies is a nocturnal vertebrate predator that is most 
active at night, and roosts during the day. It feeds predominantly 
on introduced rodents and rabbits on agricultural land, and 
arboreal marsupials, terrestrial mammals and native birds in less 
disturbed habitats. The subspecies’ diet can vary greatly between 
sites, and individuals can switch between prey items depending 
on availability and prey size (Green, 1982; Green and Rainbird, 
1985; Mooney, 1992; Mooney, 1993). 

The subspecies inhabits a diverse range of forests and woodlands 
including agricultural and forest mosaics. Forests with relatively 
open understoreys, particularly when these habitats adjoin areas 
of open or cleared land, are particularly favoured (Debus, 1993; 
Bell et al., 1997; Higgins, 1999). 

The subspecies is generally found in territorial pairs, or as 
solitary individuals that are most likely juveniles (Higgins, 
1999). Pair bonds are life-long (Hill, 1955; Kavanagh and 
Murray, 1996) and pairs appear to occupy a permanent home 
range or territory (Hill, 1955; Kavanagh and Murray, 1996). 

Breeding is reported to be highly seasonal in Tasmania 
(Mooney, 1997), with most females laying in mid-October to 
early November (Green, 1982; Mooney, 1997), though in May 
2006 a nest was found containing a small chick (Bell, pers. 
comm., 2008). Nesting occurs in large tree hollows of living or 
dead trees, but sometimes in vertical spouts or limbs (Bell et al., 
1997; Higgins, 1999). Sexual maturity occurs at around 1 year of 
age, but age of first breeding is not reported (Higgins, 1999). 
The subspecies’ generation length is unknown but is estimated to 
be 5 years (Garnett and Crowley, 2000). 

Threats  

Past Habitat clearing and fragmentation 
The subspecies’ preferred habitat has been extensively cleared 
since European settlement (Bell, pers. comm., 2008).  

Present Habitat clearing and fragmentation (including forestry 
activities) 
Between 1996 and 2009, approximately 142 000 hectares of 
native forest in Tasmania have been converted to monoculture 
plantation or agriculture (FPA, 2009). This has resulted in the 
loss of nesting habitat (large tree hollows) and the degradation 
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and alteration of foraging habitat for the subspecies (DPIPWE, 
2009). 

The loss of paddock trees during plantation establishment and 
the clearing of large hollow bearing trees for fixed irrigation 
systems on cleared land, is removing nesting habitat from large 
areas of agricultural land in Tasmania, where there is also little 
to no recruitment of younger trees (DPIPWE, 2009).  

Residential development, particularly along the east and north 
coasts of Tasmania, has resulted in the loss of nesting habitat 
and the degradation of foraging habitat for the subspecies 
(DPIPWE, 2009). 

 
Rural tree decline 
Tree loss from dieback (Neyland, 1996; Kirkpatrick et al., 2000) 
is causing a continuing loss of nesting habitat for the subspecies. 
Most nest trees used by this subspecies in Tasmania are 
estimated to be in excess of 150 years old (Mooney, 1997). In 
recent decades, the rate of loss of these trees through natural 
attrition and dieback has been very high, with little recruitment 
of young trees. It is unlikely that any of the nest trees which die, 
either through natural attrition or dieback, are retained for 
habitat (DPIPWE, 2009). 

Secondary Poisoning 
The subspecies can be susceptible to secondary poisoning if it 
consumes the flesh of another animal that has ingested a poison. 
In particular, the subspecies is susceptible to secondary 
poisoning from brodifacoum-based rodenticides (Higgins, 1999), 
sodium monofluroacetate (1080) and Pindone (DEC, 2006).  

Collision Mortality 
The subspecies’ habit of frequenting forest and woodland edges, 
and cleared land and paddocks, puts the subspecies at greater 
risk of collisions with artificial structures (e.g. powerlines) and 
vehicles (Bell and Mooney, 2002). 

Competition for tree hollows 
The continuing loss of nesting habitat may result in increasing 
competition for large tree hollows between this subspecies and 
other hollow-dependent species (Garnett and Crowley, 2000; 
Bell, pers. comm., 2008).  

Future N/A 

 

3. Public Consultation 

The information used in this assessment was made available for public exhibition and 
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: Not eligible 
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 

Criterion element Evidence 

Reduction in numbers Insufficient data – due to a lack of baseline surveys and long 
term monitoring, there are insufficient quantitative data 
available to judge whether the subspecies has undergone a 
reduction in numbers in Tasmania (Wapstra, pers. comm., 
2008). Anecdotally, however, the subspecies is suspected to be 
declining (Bell, pers. comm., 2008), based on the amount of 
clearing of potential breeding habitat throughout its range that 
has occurred as a result of forestry, agricultural and other 
forest-based activities (Wapstra, pers. comm., 2008). 

 

Criterion 2: Not eligible 
Its geographic distribution is precarious for the survival of the species and is very restricted, 
restricted or limited 

Criterion element Evidence 

Geographic distribution 

AND 

Not limited – Garnett and Crowley (2000) report the extent of 
occurrence as 50 000 km2 (with a high reliability factor) and 
area of occupancy as 7300 km2 (with a high reliability factor).  

Geographic distribution 
precarious 

No – While continued decline is inferred due to ongoing 
threats, the subspecies is known from many sites in Tasmania 
and does not have a severely fragmented distribution (Bell et 
al., 1997; Garnett and Crowley, 2000; Bell and Mooney, 2002). 

 

Criterion 3: Not eligible 
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 

Criterion element Evidence 

Total no. of mature 
individuals  

AND 

Low – a number of population estimates have been made for 
the subspecies, ranging from 520 to 1330 breeding individuals 
(Bell and Mooney, 1997; Bell et al., 1997; Garnett and 
Crowley, 2000; Bell and Mooney, 2002).  

Continued rate of decline No data. 

OR 

Total no. of mature 
individuals 

Low – see above. 
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AND 

Continued decline likely 

AND 

Yes – see Criterion 2. 

 

Geographic distribution 
precarious 

No– see Criterion 2.  

 

Criterion 4: Eligible for listing as vulnerable 
The estimated total number of mature individuals is extremely low, very low or low 

Criterion element Evidence 

Total no. of mature 
individuals 

Low – a number of population estimates have been made for 
the subspecies, ranging from 520 to 1330 breeding individuals 
(Bell and Mooney, 1997; Bell et al., 1997; Garnett and 
Crowley, 2000; Bell and Mooney, 2002). The Committee 
considers that this represents a low number of mature 
individuals for the purpose of this criterion. 

 

Criterion 5: Not eligible 
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 
 

Criterion element Evidence 

Probability of extinction 
in the wild  

No data. 

 

5. Recovery Plan 

The Committee consider that there should be no specific recovery plan for the Tasmanian 
Masked Owl [Tasmanian population] at this time as the approved conservation advice for the 
subspecies provides sufficient direction to implement priority actions and mitigate against key 
threats. However, it may be appropriate to develop a multi-species recovery plan for hollow 
nesting birds in Tasmania which would include this subspecies.  
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6. Recommendations 

(i) The Committee recommends that the population of Tyto novaehollandiae castanops 
(Tasmanian Masked Owl) on Tasmania, being geographically separate from the 
introduced population on Lord Howe Island, be declared a species for the purposes of 
the EPBC Act under Section 517. 

(ii) The Committee recommends that the list referred to in section 178 of the EPBC Act be 
amended by including in the list in the vulnerable category: 

Tyto novaehollandiae castanops [Tasmanian population] 

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

 

 

Associate Professor Robert J.S. Beeton AM FEIANZ 

Chair 

Threatened Species Scientific Committee 

 

 

7. References cited in the advice 

Bell PJ (2008). Personal communications related to the preparation of this document, 28 
August 2008. Threatened Species Section, Department of Primary Industries, Parks, 
Water and Environment. 

Bell P, Mooney N and Wiersma J (1997). Predicting Essential Habitat for Forest Owls in 
Tasmania. Australasian Raptor Association Report to the Tasmanian Environment and 
Heritage Technical Committee, Hobart. 

Bell P and Mooney N (1997). The distribution and abundance of masked owls in Tasmania. 
Tasmanian Bird Report 25: 41–45. 

Bell PJ and Mooney N (2002). Distribution, habitat and abundance of masked owls (Tyto 
novaehollandiae) in Tasmania. Pp. 125–136. In: Ecology and Conservation of Owls 
(Eds. Newton I, Kavanagh R, Olsen J and Taylor I), CSIRO Publishing, Collingwood. 

Cann B, Williams J and Shields JM (2002). Monitoring large forest owls and gliders after 
recent logging in production regrowth forests in the mid-north coastal region of New 
South Wales. Pp. 255–264. In: Ecology and Conservation of Owls (Eds. Newton I, 
Kavanagh R, Olsen J and Taylor I), CSIRO Publishing, Collingwood. 

Christidis L and Boles WE (2008). Systematics and Taxonomy of Australian Birds. CSIRO 
Publishing, Collingwood. 

DEC (Department of Environment and Conservation (NSW)) (2006). NSW Recovery Plan for 
the Large Forest Owls: Powerful Owl (Ninox strenua), Sooty Owl (Tyto tenebricosa) 
and Masked Owl (Tyto novaehollandiae) DEC, Sydney. 

DECC (News South Wales Department of Environment and Climate Change) (2007). Lord 
Howe Island Biodiversity Management Plan. Department of Environment and Climate 
Change, Sydney. 

Debus SJS (1993). The mainland masked owl Tyto novaehollandiae: a review. Australian 
Bird Watcher 15: 168–191. 

Tyto novaehollandiae castanops (Tasmanian Masked Owl) Listing Advice 
Page 6 of 7 



The Minister included this species in the vulnerable category, effective from 19 August 2010 

Tyto novaehollandiae castanops (Tasmanian Masked Owl) Listing Advice 
Page 7 of 7 

DPIPWE (Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and Environment) (2009). Records 
held in DPIPWE’s Threatened fauna files. Department of Primary Industries, Parks, 
Water and Environment, Hobart. 

FPA (Forest Practices Authority) (2009). Annual Report on Forest Practices 2008–09. A 
report on the operations of the Forest Practices Board to the Minister for 
Infrastructure, Energy and Resources and to be laid before each House of Parliament 
as required under section 4 of the Forest Practices Act 1985. 

Garnett ST and Crowley GM (2000). Action Plan for Australian Birds 2000. Environment 
Australia, Canberra. 

Gould J (1837). Proceedings of the Zoological Society of London 1836: 139–140. 

Green RH (1982). Breeding and food of the masked owl. The Tasmanian Naturalist 69: 4–6. 

Green RH and Rainbird JL (1985). Food of the masked owl Tyto novaehollandiae. The 
Tasmanian Naturalist 82: 5–7. 

Harris S and Kitchener A (editors) (2005). From Forest to Fjaeldmark: Descriptions of 
Tasmania’s Vegetation. Department of Primary Industries, Water and Environment, 
Hobart. 

Higgins PJ (ed) (1999). Handbook of Australian, New Zealand and Antarctic Birds. Vol. 4. 
Parrots to Dollarbird. Oxford University Press, Melbourne. 

Hill LH (1955). Notes on the habits and breeding of the Tasmanian masked owl. Emu 55: 
203–210. 

Hollands D (1991). Birds of the Night. Reed, Sydney. 

Hutton I (1991). Birds of Lord Howe Island: Past and Present. Coffs Harbour, NSW. 

Kavanagh RP and Murray M (1996). Home range, habitat and behaviour of the masked owl 
Tyto novaehollandiae near Newcastle, New South Wales. Emu 96(4): 250–257. 

Kirkpatrick JB, Zacharek AR and Chappell KJ (2000). Testing methods for mitigation of tree 
dieback in Tasmanian dry eucalypt forests and woodlands. Pacific Conservation 
Biology 6(2): 94–101. 

Miller B and Mullette KJ (1985). Rehabilitation of an endangered Australian bird: the Lord 
Howe Island woodhen Tricholimnas sylvestris (Sclater). Biological Conservation 34: 
55–95. 

Mooney N (1992). Diet of the masked owl in Tasmania. Tasmanian Bird Report 21: 35–55. 

Mooney N (1993). Diet of the masked owl in Tasmania: past and present. Pp. 160–174. In: 
Australasian Raptor Studies (Ed. P. Olsen), Australasian Raptor Association, RAOU, 
Melbourne. 

Mooney N (1997). Habitat and seasonality of nesting masked owls in Tasmania. Pp. 34–39. 
In: Australasian Raptor Studies II (Ed. P. Olsen), Australasian Raptor Association, 
RAOU, Melbourne. 

Neyland M (1996). Tree Decline in Tasmania. Land and Water Management Council, Hobart. 

NSW NPWS (New South Wales National Parks and Wildlife Service) (2002). Approved 
Recovery Plan for the Lord Howe Woodhen. New South Wales National Parks and 
Wildlife Service, Hurstville, NSW. 

Wapstra M (2008). Personal communications related to the preparation of this document, 28 
August 2008. Environmental Consulting Options Tasmania (ECOtas). 


	Rural tree decline

