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Approved Conservation Advice  
(s266B of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999) 

Approved Conservation Advice for 
Dendrobium bigibbum 

This Conservation Advice has been developed based on the best available information at the 
time this conservation advice was approved; this includes existing plans, records or 
management prescriptions for this species. 

Description 
Dendrobium bigibbum, Family Orchidaceae, also known as the Mauve Butterfly Orchid and 
Cooktown Orchid, is an epiphytic orchid with cylindrical pseudobulbs which are green or 
purplish and leafy in the upper third. There are 3–5 leaves per pseudobulb, also green or 
purplish, which grow to 150 mm tall and 25 mm wide (Jones, 2006). Racemes grow 200–
400 mm long and bear up to 20 flowers. The flowers are usually lilac-purple but can occasionally 
be white, bluish or pinkish and have a prominent white spot on the labellum (lip). Flowers are 
30 mm wide by 50 mm high and the petals are large and overlap. The labellum grows to 24 mm. 
Flowering occurs between January and July (Jones, 2006), or as late as October, and flowers last 
for about a month. During the dry season plants in exposed habitats can become completely 
deciduous, producing new shoots at the onset of the wet season (Dockrill, 1992; Jones, 1993; 
Lavarack et al., 2000). 

This species is listed under the EPBC Act as Dendrobium bigibbum, but is also known as 
Vappodes bigibba. The Vappodes genus has recently been separated from Dendrobium 
(Clements & Jones, 2002). This name change is followed in Jones (2006) and Clements 
(2008). Vappodes bigibba is accepted as the correct name for Dendrobium bigibbum in the 
Australian Plant Census (CHAH, 2008). 

Conservation Status 
Dendrobium bigibbum is listed as vulnerable. This species is eligible for listing as vulnerable 
under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cwlth) (EPBC 
Act) as, prior to the commencement of the EPBC Act, it was listed as vulnerable under 
Schedule 1 of the Endangered Species Protection Act 1992 (Cwlth). The species is also listed 
as vulnerable under the Nature Conservation Act 1992 (Queensland). 

Distribution and Habitat 

Dendrobium bigibbum is known from Cape York Peninsula, northern Queensland, south to 
the Archer River (Jones, 2006). It is also known from Singapore and Indonesia (Lavarack & 
Gray, 1985; Lavarack et al., 2000; Clements, 2008). Dendrobium bigibbum has been collected 
from a variety of locations including Hartley Creek in the Macalister Range, Mt White near 
Coen, Mt Scatterbrain (5 km east of Lakeland Downs), Bakers Blue Mountain (between Mt 
Molloy and Mt Carbine), Edward River, Olive River, a number of locations near Aurukun, 
Newcastle Bay, Temple Bay (Glennie Inlet), Princess Charlotte Bay, Muddy Bay, Possum 
Scrub, Darnley Island, Horn Island and Hammond Island (Queensland Herbarium, 2008). The 
species is locally common within range; it is very popular in cultivation and is one of 
Australia’s best-known orchids (Jones, 2006). It is conserved within Archer Bend National 
Park (Briggs and Leigh, 1995). This species occurs within the Cape York and Torres Strait 
(Queensland) Natural Resource Management Region. 

Dendrobium bigibbum grows at altitudes between 0–400 m above sea level (Jones, 2006; 
Queensland Herbarium, 2008). It grows on trees and rocks with moderate light intensity in a 
range of habitats including coastal scrub, streambank vegetation, monsoon thickets, and 
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gullies in open forest and woodland where fire cannot penetrate (Nicholls, 1969; Lavarack & 
Gray, 1985; Dockrill, 1992; Lavarack et al., 2000; Jones, 2006). It rapidly recolonises 
disturbed sites (Jones, 2006). 

The distribution of this species is not known to overlap with any EPBC Act-listed threatened 
ecological communities. 

Threats 
The main identified threats to Dendrobium bigibbum include pressure from localised 
settlement and visitor pressures; changed fire regimes; and illegal collection (Landsberg & 
Clarkson, 2004; ANRA, 2007a, 2007b).  Landsberg & Clarkson (2004) also suggest that it, 
and other epiphytic orchids, may be detrimentally affected by an increase in the incidence of 
severe cyclones. 

Research Priorities 
Research priorities that would inform future regional and local priority actions include: 
• Design and implement a monitoring program or, if appropriate, support and enhance 

existing programs. 
• More precisely assess population size, distribution, ecological requirements and the 

relative impacts of threatening processes. 
• Undertake survey work in suitable habitat and potential habitat to locate any additional 

populations/occurrences/remnants.  
• Undertake seed germination and/or vegetative propagation trials to determine the 

requirements for successful establishment, including mycorrhizal association trials. 
• Investigate the potential and efficacy of DNA-based or other approaches for the 

identification of individual plants and/or populations to provide a means for detecting and 
prosecuting illegal collection from the wild (Palsboll et al., 2006). 

Regional Priority Actions  
The following regional priority recovery and threat abatement actions can be done to support 
the recovery of Dendrobium bigibbum. 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 
• Monitor known populations to identify key threats.  
• Monitor the progress of recovery, including the effectiveness of management actions and 

the need to adapt them if necessary.  
• Suppress the illegal collection of this species. 
• Identify populations of high conservation priority. 
• Ensure road widening and maintenance activities (or other infrastructure or development 

activities) involving substrate or vegetation disturbance in areas where D. bigibbum 
occurs do not adversely impact on known populations. 

• Investigate formal conservation arrangements such as the use of covenants, conservation 
agreements or inclusion in reserve tenure. 

Fire 
• Develop and implement a suitable fire management strategy for Dendrobium bigibbum. 
• As appropriate, provide maps of known occurrences to local and state Rural Fire Services 

and seek inclusion of mitigative measures in bush fire risk management plans, risk register 
and/or operation maps. 

Enable Recovery of Additional Sites and/or Populations 
• Undertake appropriate seed collection and storage. 
• Investigate options for linking, enhancing or establishing additional populations. 
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• Implement national translocation protocols (Vallee et al., 2004) if establishing additional 
populations is considered necessary and feasible. 

Local Priority Actions  
The following local priority recovery and threat abatement actions can be done to support the 
recovery of Dendrobium bigibbum. 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 
• Control access routes to suitably constrain public access to known sites on public land. 
• Suitably control and manage access on private land. 
• Minimise adverse impacts from land use at known sites. 

Fire 
• Implement an appropriate fire management regime for local populations. 

This list does not necessarily encompass all actions that may be of benefit to D. bigibbum, but 
highlights those that are considered to be of highest priority at the time of preparing the 
conservation advice.  

Existing Plans/Management Prescriptions that are Relevant to the Species 

• Cape York Peninsula Natural Resource Management Plan (Earth Tech, 2005). 

This prescription was current at the time of publishing; please refer to the relevant agency’s 
website for any updated versions.  

Information Sources: 
Australian Natural Resource Atlas (ANRA) 2007a, Biodiversity assessment – Wet Tropics – species at risk and 
the threatening process, viewed 8 April 2008, <http://www.anra.gov.au/topics/vegetation/assessment/qld/ibra-
wt-species-threats.html>.  

Australian Natural Resource Atlas (ANRA) 2007b, Biodiversity assessment – Wet Tropics – species at risk and 
their recovery process, viewed 8 April 2008, <http://www.anra.gov.au/topics/vegetation/assessment/qld/ibra-wt-
species-recovery.html>.   

Briggs, JD & Leigh, JH 1995, Rare or Threatened Australian Plants 1995 rev. edn, CSIRO Publishing, 
Collingwood.  
Clements, MA 2008, Australian Orchid Name Index, Centre for Plant Biodiversity Research/Australian National 
Herbarium, Canberra. 
Clements, MA & Jones, DL 2002, ‘Nomenclatural changes in the Dendrobieae (Orchidaceae) 1: The 
Australasian region’, The Orchadian, vol 13, pp. 485–497. 

Council of Heads of Australian Herbaria (CHAH) 2008, Australian Plant Name Index, Centre for Plant 
Biodiversity Research, viewed 22 May 2008, <http://www.anbg.gov.au/cgi-bin/apni>. 

Dockrill, AW 1992, Australian Indigenous Orchids, revised edition, SGAP NSW Region, Sydney. 

Earth Tech 2005, Cape York Peninsula Natural Resource Management Plan – final draft, viewed 8 April 2008, 
<http://www.capeyorklandcare.org.au/CYPNRM_Plan.pdf>.  

Jones, DL 1993, Native Orchids of Australia, Reed Publications, Sydney. 

Jones, DL 2006, Native orchids of Australia including the Island Territories, Reed New Holland, Sydney. 

Landsberg, J & Clarkson, J 2004, Threatened Plants of the Cape York Peninsula: A report to the Australian 
Government Department of the Environment and Heritage, Queensland Parks & Wildlife Service. 

Lavarack, B, Harris, W & Stocker, G 2000, Dendrobium and its relatives, Kangaroo Press, Australia. 

Lavarack, PS & Gray, B 1985, Tropical Orchids of Australia, Nelson, Melbourne. 

Nicholls, WH 1969, Orchids of Australia, Nelson, Melbourne. 

Palsboll, PJ, Berube, M, Skaug, HJ & Raymakers, C 2006, ‘DNA registers of legally obtained wildlife and 
derived products as means to identify illegal takes’, Conservation Biology, vol. 20, pp. 1284-1293. 

Dendrobium bigibbum Conservation Advice - Page 3 of 4  

http://www.anra.gov.au/topics/vegetation/assessment/qld/ibra-wt-species-threats.html
http://www.anra.gov.au/topics/vegetation/assessment/qld/ibra-wt-species-threats.html
http://www.anra.gov.au/topics/vegetation/assessment/qld/ibra-wt-species-recovery.html
http://www.anra.gov.au/topics/vegetation/assessment/qld/ibra-wt-species-recovery.html
http://www.anbg.gov.au/cgi-bin/apni
http://www.capeyorklandcare.org.au/CYPNRM_Plan.pdf


This Conservation Advice was approved by the Minister / Delegate of the Minister on: 
1/10/2008 

Queensland Herbarium 2008, HERBRECS, Queensland Herbarium, Brisbane. 

Vallee, L, Hogbin, T, Monks, L, Makinson, B, Matthes, M & Rossetto, M 2004, Guidelines for the 
Translocation of Threatened Plants in Australia (2nd ed.), Australian Network for Plant Conservation, Canberra. 

Dendrobium bigibbum Conservation Advice - Page 4 of 4  


	Description
	Conservation Status
	Distribution and Habitat
	Threats
	Research Priorities
	Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification
	Fire
	Enable Recovery of Additional Sites and/or Populations
	Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification
	Fire


