
The Minister decided this species was not eligible to be transferred from the endangered category to the  
critically endangered category on 14 March 2012 

Lathamus discolor (swift parrot) Listing Advice 
Page 1 of 9 

Advice to the Minister for Sustainability, Environment, 
Water, Population and Communities 

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. Name 
Lathamus discolor 

The species is commonly known as the swift parrot. It is in the family Psittacidae. 
 
2. Reason for Conservation Assessment by the Committee 
This advice follows assessment of information provided by a public nomination to change the 
listing status of the swift parrot. The nominator suggested transferring the species from the 
endangered category to the critically endangered category of the list. 
 
3. Summary of Conclusion 
The Committee judges that the species has been demonstrated to have met sufficient 
elements of Criteria 2 to make it eligible for listing as endangered. 

The Committee judges that the species has been demonstrated to have met sufficient 
elements of Criteria 3 to make it eligible for listing as endangered. 
 
4. Taxonomy 
The species is conventionally accepted as Lathamus discolor (Shaw 1790).  
 
5. Description 
The swift parrot is a medium-sized parrot, mostly bright green in colour with dark-blue 
patches on the crown, a prominent red face, and narrow bands of yellow on the chin and 
throat. Its underwings and finely pointed tail are predominantly dark brown, with areas of 
bright red. Individuals average 23–26 cm in size and 65 g in weight (Higgins, 1999; 
Morcombe, 2003). They are usually seen in flocks of up to 30 birds, however larger flocks of 
several hundred individuals may be seen in areas of abundant food supply (Higgins, 1999; 
Tzaros et al., 2009). 
 
6. National Context 
The swift parrot occurs as a single migratory population that breeds in Tasmania during the 
summer months and spends the remainder of the year in south-eastern mainland Australia 
(Saunders and Tzaros, 2010).  

The swift parrot is listed as endangered under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999. It is also listed under the following state and territory legislations: 

State/Territory Legislation Listing Status 
Australian Capital 
Territory 

The Nature Conservation Act 1980  vulnerable 

New South Wales Threatened Species Conservation Act 1995 endangered 
Queensland Nature Conservation Act 1992 endangered 
South Australia National Parks and Wildlife Act 1972 endangered 
Tasmania Threatened Species Protection Act 1995 endangered 
Victoria Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 threatened (managed 

as endangered) 
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The swift parrot’s distribution is highly variable between years, and is closely correlated with 
seasonal fluctuations in the availability of food resources (Tzaros et al., 2009; Saunders and 
Tzaros, 2010). 

The swift parrot’s summer breeding range is predominantly restricted to Eucalyptus globulus 
(blue gum) and E. ovata (swamp gum) forests of northern, eastern and south-eastern 
Tasmania (Saunders and Tzaros, 2010). The species has also been known to breed in the 
north-west of Tasmania, however suitable habitat in this region is both scarce and highly 
fragmented (Saunders and Tzaros, 2010).  

Outside of the breeding season, the swift parrot disperses widely across south-eastern 
mainland Australia, from south-eastern South Australia through Victoria, eastern New South 
Wales, the Australian Capital Territory, and into south-eastern Queensland. Areas which are 
visited frequently by the species include the box-ironbark region of the inland slopes of the 
Great Dividing Range in Victoria, and forests and woodlands of the coastal and western 
slopes of NSW. During periods of drought, the population may concentrate in coastal refuge 
areas of NSW (Tzaros et al., 2009; Saunders and Tzaros, 2010). 
 
7. Relevant Biology/Ecology 
The swift parrot is one of only a few migratory parrots in the world (Juniper and Parr, 1998). It 
migrates annually between its winter habitat in south-eastern mainland Australia and its 
summer breeding habitat in Tasmania, which is considered to be the longest migration of any 
parrot in the world (Tzaros et al., 2009). 
The swift parrot feeds predominantly on nectar and lerp (carbohydrates produced by sap 
sucking insects on leaves) associated with eucalypts (Hindwood and Sharland, 1964; Brown, 
1989; Kennedy and Overs, 2001; Brereton et al., 2004; Kennedy and Tzaros, 2005). The 
species’ distribution in both its winter and summer habitats is largely determined by the 
availability of these food resources (Tzaros et al., 2009; Saunders and Tzaros, 2010). 

Very little is known about life history traits such as longevity, age at breeding, number of 
eggs and generation length of swift parrots in the wild (Saunders, pers. comm., 2010). 
Anecdotal evidence suggests that swift parrots can live up to 22 years of age in captivity, but 
this would be more like 8–15 years in the wild. Approximately 40% of captive birds will breed 
in their first year, with a clutch of 3–4 eggs, and 50% of the time the youngest chick will die 
(Masters, pers. comm., 2010). 

Foraging 
In Tasmania, swift parrots show a strong preference for blue gum dominated forests and 
woodlands (Brereton, 1997). Swamp gum forest may also be used early in the breeding 
season, or in years of poor blue gum flowering (Brown, 1989; Brereton, 1997; SPRT, 2001). 
Post-breeding habitats in Tasmania are often characterised by the presence of summer and 
autumn flowering eucalypts including E. obliqua (stringybark), E. delegatensis (gum-topped 
stringybark), E. viminalis (white gum), E. dalrympleana (mountain gum), E. pauciflora 
(cabbage gum) and E. nitida (Smithton peppermint) (SPRT, 2001; Saunders and Tzaros, 
2010). 

The swift parrot disperses widely upon its return to south-eastern mainland Australia after the 
summer breeding season, preferring the woodlands and forests of central Victoria and 
eastern New South Wales (Saunders and Tzaros, 2010). Within its winter range, it is most 
commonly found foraging in large, mature trees (Kennedy and Overs, 2001; Kennedy and 
Tzaros, 2005). Key tree species within the swift parrot’s mainland foraging habitat include 
E. leucoxylon (yellow gum), E. tricarpa (red ironbark), E. sideroxylon (mugga ironbark), 
E. microcarpa (grey box), E. albens (white box), E. melliodora (yellow box), E. robusta 
(swamp mahogany), E. tereticornis (forest red gum), E. pilularis (blackbutt) and Corymbia 
maculata (spotted gum) (Saunders and Tzaros, 2010). 
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Nesting 
Swift parrots nest in hollows of live and dead eucalypt trees, typically with a diameter at 
breast height of greater than 70 cm, and often within forest patches greater than 100 
hectares in size which contain several visible hollows (Brereton, 1997). The most commonly 
utilised species are E. pulchella (white peppermint), stringybark, blue gum, white gum and 
gum-topped stringybark (Higgins, 1999; SPRT, 2001; Saunders and Tzaros, 2010).  

Fidelity to nesting sites has been recorded between years (Saunders and Tzaros, 2010), 
however the suitability of individual nesting sites is largely determined by the presence of 
nearby foraging resources (Saunders and Tzaros, 2010). 
 
8. Description of Threats 
Habitat removal/degradation/fragmentation 
Habitat loss is considered to be the major threat to the swift parrot (Brereton, 1997; 
Pfennigwerth, 2008; Saunders and Tzaros, 2010). This is particularly significant in areas 
where the species congregates, such as its breeding habitat in Tasmania and in coastal 
drought refuges in NSW (Tzaros et al., 2009; Tzaros, pers. comm., 2010; Saunders, pers. 
comm., 2010). 

Forestry operations are a known threat to this species (Saunders and Tzaros, 2010). In 
Tasmania, the logging of mature, hollow-bearing trees on which the species relies for 
breeding is of particular concern. This not only reduces the quality and area of suitable 
nesting habitat, but also slows recruitment of new hollow-bearing trees by converting the 
forest to younger age classes (Saunders and Tzaros, 2010). These activities further 
accentuate the already fragmented nature of the species’ limited breeding habitat. 

Within the species’ foraging habitat, the main impact of forestry operations is the removal of 
older trees, which flower more profusely and more reliably than younger trees (Wilson and 
Bennett, 1999; Kennedy and Overs, 2001; Kennedy and Tzaros, 2005). Of particular concern 
is habitat removal within areas of drought refuge, such as the coastal forests of New South 
Wales (Tzaros et al., 2009; Saunders, pers. comm., 2010). Whilst the majority of priority sites 
in Victoria occur within reserved areas of box-ironbark forests and woodland (ECC, 2001), 
most priority sites in New South Wales, Queensland and South Australia occur outside 
conservation reserves and therefore continue to be vulnerable to loss, fragmentation or 
disturbance (Saunders and Tzaros, 2010). 

Similarly, urban or agricultural development within the species’ range can result in the loss of 
important breeding and foraging habitat. Urban expansion in Hobart, Tasmania, is 
encroaching on the species’ breeding habitat, whilst in areas of Victoria and New South 
Wales such development poses a continual threat to the species’ foraging habitat. The rapid 
rate of urban development in south-east Queensland threatens the integrity of the northern 
extent of the species’ habitat (Saunders and Tzaros, 2010). 

Firewood collection also results in the loss of important swift parrot habitat, as collectors 
frequently target dead trees which often contain suitable nesting hollows, or large mature 
trees which provide important foraging habitat (Saunders and Tzaros, 2010). Other threats 
which contribute to habitat removal include increased fire frequency, grazing, dieback and 
climate change (Saunders and Tzaros, 2010). 
 
Collisions 
Ongoing urban, industrial and agricultural development, and its encroachment into swift 
parrot habitat, has led to an increased likelihood of collision with human-made structures 
(Tzaros, 2002; Pfennigwerth, 2008). Three structures that present the highest risk of 
collisions to swift parrots are windows (both reflective and transparent glass), wire-mesh 
fences, and vehicles (Pfennigwerth, 2008). The loss of birds due to such collisions is 
estimated to be up to 2% of the total population per year (Pfennigwerth, 2008). 
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Psittacine circoviral disease (beak and feather disease) 
Psittacine circoviral disease is a common and potentially deadly disease known to affect wild 
and captive populations of native parrots. It is caused by the beak and feather virus, which is 
most likely spread through infected faeces or feather dust ingestion or inhalation at nesting, 
foraging, watering and roosting sites (DEH, 2005). The disease causes deformity of beak 
and feathers in infected birds, often leading to a premature death (DEH, 2005). 

This disease is known to affect swift parrots in the wild and in captivity, however its 
prevalence and pathogenicity is unknown (Saunders and Tzaros, 2010). 
 
Competition 
Swift parrots may experience competition for both food and nesting resources, particularly 
with native and introduced birds (Ford et al., 1993; Grey et al., 1998; Saunders and 
Heinsohn, 2008; Saunders and Tzaros, 2010; Maron et al., 2011), and introduced bees 
(Brown, 1989; Paton, 1993; Hingston et al., 2002, 2004).  
 
Poaching (illegal collection and trade) 
Illegal collection of live individuals and eggs is a known threat to attractive bird species in 
Australia and overseas. The impact of these activities on the swift parrot is unknown, 
however it does represent a potential threat for the species (Saunders and Tzaros, 2010). 
 
Climate change 
Climate change has been identified as a potential threat to the species, with possible 
detrimental impacts on the species’ habitat, geographic range, abundance, migration 
patterns and physiology (Saunders and Tzaros, 2010). 
 
9. Public Consultation 
The nomination was made available for public exhibition and comment for 30 business days. 
Any comments received that are relevant to the survival of the species have been considered 
by the Committee. 
 
10. How judged by the Committee in relation to the criteria of the EPBC Act 

and Regulations 
The Committee judges that the species is eligible for listing as endangered under the EPBC 
Act. The assessment 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 swift parrot occurs as a single migratory population (Saunders & Tzaros, 2010). The 
species is suggested to have declined from approximately 1320 pairs in 1987/1988 to 
approximately 940 pairs in 1995/1996 (Garnett & Crowley, 2000). Since then, targeted 
biannual surveys of the swift parrot in its winter range have provided a comprehensive 
account of the species’ distribution on mainland Australia over the past 15 years. These 
surveys involve a large number of volunteers recording observations of the species on set 
weekends in May and August each year. Whilst these surveys are designed to capture 
information on the species’ distribution and utilisation of its winter habitat, and not on 
population size per se, they do provide an indication of the species’ population trend over 
time (Tzaros, pers. comm., 2010). 

The highly variable nature of the species’ distribution between years means that an accurate 
assessment of the species’ population trend is difficult. This results in what seems to be a 
highly variable population size, but is more than likely a factor of the species’ variable 
distribution (Tzaros, pers. comm., 2010). Based on the information obtained from these 
winter surveys, the entire population size for the species is estimated to be, at most, 2500 
birds (Saunders, 2008; Saunders, pers. comm., 2010; Tzaros, pers. comm., 2010).  
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Although the species’ total population size appears to have been stable over the past decade 
(Ford, 2011), it is most likely in decline (Saunders, pers. comm., 2010; Tzaros, pers. comm., 
2010).  

The Committee judges that the species is suspected to have undergone a reduction in 
numbers, which is likely to continue with the ongoing key threats of habitat removal, 
collisions, beak and feather disease and competition. However, the historical decline is not 
considered to be very severe, severe or substantial, and there are insufficient quantifiable 
data available to judge whether the inferred future reduction in numbers would be very 
severe, severe, substantial, or not substantial. Therefore, the species has not been 
demonstrated to have met each of the required elements of Criterion 1, and is ineligible for 
listing in any category under this criterion. 
 
Criterion 2: Its geographic distribution is precarious for the survival of the species 

and is very restricted, restricted or limited 
The geographic distribution of the swift parrot is largely determined by the availability of food 
resources. The extent and distribution of its foraging habitat varies between years due to 
seasonal fluctuations in flowering time, intensity and abundance, meaning that the 
geographic distribution of the species also varies between years. 

Based on all known records across years, the species’ extent of occurrence is estimated to 
be 1 250 000 km2 (Saunders, 2008), however given the highly variable nature of the species’ 
food resources, this figure is an over-estimate of the actual range of the species in any given 
year (Saunders, pers. comm., 2010; Tzaros, pers. comm., 2010). For the same reason, the 
species’ area of occupancy is highly variable between years, and is difficult to estimate. One 
source suggests an area of occupancy of 4000 km2, but this is recognised as being of low 
reliability (Garnett & Crowley, 2000), whilst a more recent estimate suggests an area of 
occupancy during the breeding season of less than 500 km2 (SPRT, 2001; Saunders, pers. 
comm., 2010; Tzaros, pers. comm., 2010). 

Habitat removal associated with forestry activities (including firewood collection) and 
residential, industrial and agricultural development is considered the greatest threat to this 
species (Saunders and Tzaros, 2010). The significance of this threat is well recognised 
(Brown, 1989; Brereton, 1998; Garnett & Crowley, 2000; SPRT, 2001; Saunders and Tzaros, 
2010). Within its breeding range, the species requires access to nesting hollows within close 
proximity to suitable foraging habitat, meaning that clearing of mature trees within suitable 
breeding range threatens its capacity to recover. Similarly, the clearing of foraging habitat 
within the species’ winter range appears to be restricting the species’ recovery, particularly 
within drought refuge areas, as it may force the population to migrate up to 1000 km further 
to find the required food resources (Tzaros et al., 2009; Saunders, pers. comm., 2010).  

The ongoing threat of forestry operations and urban, suburban and rural development 
suggests that a continued decline in the species’ total area of habitat is likely, and that this 
habitat is becoming increasingly fragmented. The species’ geographic distribution is 
considered to be restricted, as its extent of occurrence during the breeding season is 
estimated to be less than 500 km2. The Committee therefore considers that the species has 
a restricted geographic distribution which is precarious for the survival of the species. The 
species has therefore been demonstrated to have met the relevant elements of Criterion 2 to 
make it eligible for listing as endangered. 
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Criterion 3: The estimated total number of mature individuals is limited to a 
particular degree; and either 
(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 
Based on winter survey data, the species’ current total population size is estimated to be 
approximately 2500 individuals (Saunders, 2008; Saunders, pers. comm., 2010; Tzaros, 
pers. comm., 2010), or approximately 1000 pairs (SPRT, 2001; Pfennigwerth, 2008). The 
population is considered to be at best stable, but probably in decline due to continuing 
habitat loss (Saunders, pers. comm., 2010; Tzaros, pers. comm., 2010). Based on the 
indicative thresholds associated with this criterion, the Committee considers that the total 
number of mature individuals is low. 

Despite a lack of accurate quantitative data on population decline for this species, a general 
decline is inferred given the ongoing threat of habitat removal (Saunders, pers. comm., 2010; 
Tzaros, pers. comm., 2010). Due to the species’ tendency to nest in aggregations, the loss 
of, or disturbance to, a breeding site has the potential to affect a large number of birds. 

Refer to Criterion 2 for the precariousness of the species’ geographic distribution. 

Evidence suggests that the number of swift parrots is likely to decline, and the species’ 
geographic distribution is precarious for its survival due to the ongoing removal of breeding 
and foraging habitat. The Committee considers that the total number of mature individuals is 
low, and that the species has been demonstrated to have met the relevant elements of 
Criterion 3 to make it eligible for listing as endangered. 
 
Criterion 4: The estimated total number of mature individuals is extremely low, very 

low or low 
Based on winter survey data, the species’ current total population size is estimated to be 
approximately 2500 individuals (Saunders, 2008; Saunders, pers. comm., 2010; Tzaros, 
pers. comm., 2010). The population is considered to be at best stable, but probably in 
decline due predominantly to continuing habitat loss (Saunders, pers. comm., 2010; Tzaros, 
pers. comm., 2010). Based on the indicative thresholds associated with this criterion, the 
Committee does not consider this to be extremely low, very low or low. Therefore, as the 
species has not been demonstrated to have met any required element of Criterion 4, it is 
ineligible for listing in any category under this criterion. 
 
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 

There are no data available to estimate a probability of extinction of the species in the wild 
over a relevant timeframe. Therefore, as the species has not been demonstrated to have met 
the required elements of Criterion 5, it is ineligible for listing in any category under this 
criterion. 
 
11. Conclusion 
Conservation Status 
Lathamus discolor (swift parrot) was nominated for transfer between categories of the list of 
threatened species referred to in section 178 of the EPBC Act. The nominator suggested 
listing in the critically endangered category of the list. 
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The Committee accepts that the estimated total number of mature swift parrots is low and 
that its geographic distribution within the breeding season is restricted, and that the species’ 
geographic distribution is precarious due to a continual decline in, and fragmentation of, the 
species’ foraging and nesting habitat. Therefore, the species has been demonstrated to have 
met sufficient elements of Criteria 2 and 3 to make it eligible for listing as endangered. 
 
Recovery Plan 
The Committee notes that a recovery plan for this species was adopted in 2002 (SPRT, 
2001). A revised draft recovery plan has also been prepared (Saunders and Tzaros, 2010). 
 
12. Recommendations 
(i) The Committee recommends that no amendment be made to the list referred to in 

section 178 of the EPBC Act, and that Lathamus discolor remains eligible for 
inclusion in the endangered category of the list. 

(ii) The Committee recommends that there should be a recovery plan for this species, 
and notes that this has already been developed. 

 
 
 
 
 
Threatened Species Scientific Committee 
2 June 2011 
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