
The Minister transferred this species from the critically endangered to the endangered category,                         
effective from 4 March 2011 

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) 

Thelymitra jonesii (sky-blue sun-orchid)  

The sky-blue sun-orchid was recognised as a separate species in 2001 (Jeanes, 2001). The 
species was previously included as part of Thelymitra azurea. The Tasmanian population of 
T. azurea is now regarded to be a separate species, T. jonesii, whilst T. azurea is now considered 
to be restricted to the mainland. 

 

2. Description 

The sky-blue sun-orchid is a slender terrestrial orchid. It has a single channelled fleshy, dark 
green leaf with a reddish base and a loose cluster of blue flowers that occurs on a green or 
purplish stalk up to 40 centimeters tall. 

The sky-blue sun-orchid grows in moist coastal heath on sandy to peaty soils and in Eucalyptus 
obliqua forest in deep loam soil over dolerite (Jones et al., 1999; Threatened Species Unit, 2002). 
One subpopulation occurs in open heath over granite-based soils. 

 

3. National Context 

The sky-blue sun-orchid is endemic to Tasmania (Jeanes, 2001). It has been recorded from 
coastal localities between Rocky Cape and Southport Bluff, including Cape Barren Island and 
Schouten Island. The known linear range of the species is 313 kilometres. Eight populations are 
known. 

The sky-blue sun-orchid is listed as endangered under the Tasmanian Threatened Species 
Protection Act 1995, which is the highest category of threat under the Tasmanian legislation. 

 

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 

Extensive searches of suitable habitat have been undertaken in recent years. As a result, the 
known number of individual plants has increased and two new populations have been identified. 
One of these new populations occurs in habitat not previously associated with the species (open 
heath on granite-based soils). 

Despite the discovery of two new populations, a decline in extent and numbers can be inferred 
from the presumed extinction of one population at Rocky Cape due to urban development. 
(Threatened Species Section, Tasmanian Department of Primary Industries and Water (DPIW) 
unpublished data, 2006). In addition, a further four populations have not been sighted since the 
1970s/1980s and their status is not known. The presumed extinct population involved 2-3 
individual plants but it is not known how many plants occurred in the populations of uncertain 
status. Consequently, it is not possible to reliably determine trends in population size due to 
uncertainties over historical and current numbers of plants. 

Therefore, there is insufficient information to assess the species against this criterion. 
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Criterion 2 –  Its geographic distribution is precarious for the survival of the species and is 
very restricted, restricted or limited 

The extent of occurrence of the species is 26 240 km2 and the area of occupancy is about 
0.4–1 ha (Threatened Species Section, DPIWE, unpublished data, 2006). The Committee 
considers this to be a restricted geographic distribution. 

The species is known from eight disjunct sites in Tasmania. Populations are very small, 
numbering less than 50 for each of the three populations in which reliable estimates of plant 
numbers are available. Despite evidence of fragmentation, there is no evidence that the sky-blue 
sun-orchid has undergone a substantial decline in its distribution or that it is subject to extreme 
fluctuations. 

The main current threats to the species are land clearance, inappropriate roadworks affecting 
populations on road verges, and woody weed invasion. 

One population on private land is presumed to be extinct due to urban development. The only 
other known population occurring on private land is at risk from clearance, inappropriate activities 
and/or benign neglect. 

One population occurring in a roadside reserve is threatened by inappropriate roadside 
management, recreational use and woody weed invasion. It is also potentially threatened by a 
lack of disturbance. 

Although the population of 30 plants occurring in State Forest is included in a Special 
Management Zone by Forestry Tasmania (Iliopoulos, 2002), it is potentially threatened by forestry 
activities. 

As all known populations are small, they are at risk from stochastic events, such as localised 
environmental catastrophe, fluctuations in environmental conditions and declines in genetic 
diversity. 

The geographic distribution of the sky-blue sun-orchid is restricted and is precarious for the 
species’ survival due to fragmentation and inferred decline due to a variety of threats. Therefore, 
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 

The total population of the sky-blue sun-orchid is very low. Recent discovery of two ‘new’ 
populations indicate that the total population is greater than previously recorded and is currently 
estimated to be 50–70 mature individuals (Threatened Species Unit, 2002; Threatened Species 
Section, DPIW, unpublished data, 2006). Five of the eight known populations of sky-blue sun-
orchid occur wholly or partly in conservation reserves, including Freycinet National Park, 
Eaglehawk Bay State Reserve, Rocky Cape National Park and Southport Lagoon Conservation 
Area (Threatened Species Unit, 2002). These populations of the species are protected from many 
potential threats. The main threats to the species are land clearance, inappropriate roadworks 
affecting populations on road verges, and woody weed invasion. There is a potential threat of 
forestry activities impacting upon a population of 30 plants in State Forest. However, due to 
insufficient survey data, it is not known how many plants are likely to be impacted by these 
threats. There have also been efforts to mitigate threats, for example the population in State 
Forest is subject to a Forestry Tasmania Special Management Zone. 

It is not possible to determine the likelihood or extent of continuing decline in numbers or extent. 
Therefore, the species is not eligible for listing under this criterion. 
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Criterion 4 – The estimated total number of mature individuals is extremely low, very low 
or low 

Information about numbers of plants of the sky-blue sun-orchid is available for only three of the 
eight known populations. These populations are all small (less than 35 plants) and are estimated 
to total 50–70 mature individuals (Threatened Species Unit, 2002; Threatened Species Section 
DPIW, unpublished data, 2006). Four of the remaining five populations have not been surveyed 
since the mid 1970s or 1980s and their status is not known but, if they persist, they are likely to 
also be of small size. On the basis of available information, therefore, the species is eligible for 
listing as endangered under this criterion. 

 

Criterion 5 – Probability of extinction in the wild 

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

 

5. CONCLUSION 

Conservation Status 

The sky-blue sun-orchid is a slender terrestrial orchid with a single leaf and a loose cluster of blue 
flowers at the end of a stalk up to 40 centimetres tall. The species is endemic to Tasmania and is 
known from eight subpopulations. The sky-blue sun-orchid has a restricted geographic 
distribution which is precarious for its survival due to fragmentation and a variety of threats. One 
population is presumed to be extinct as a consequence of urban development. The total number 
of mature individuals of the sky-blue sun-orchid is very low, in the order of 50–70 mature plants. 
The species is, therefore, 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 sky-blue sun-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 the species takes into account 
recent surveys that revealed two new populations and an increase in the total population 
size. 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: 

Thelymitra jonesii 

 

(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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