
Advice to the Minister for the Environment, Water, 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. Scientific name (common name) 

Pseudocharopa whiteleggei (Whitelegge’s Land Snail) 

 

2. Reason for Conservation Assessment by the Committee 

This advice follows assessment of information provided by a public nomination to list 
Pseudocharopa whiteleggei (Whitelegge’s Land Snail). 

The Whitelegge’s Land Snail is not listed as threatened under the New South Wales 
Threatened Species Conservation Act 1995.  The Committee provides the following 
assessment of the appropriateness of the species’ inclusion in the critically endangered 
category in the EPBC Act list of threatened species. 

This is the Committee’s first consideration of the species under the EPBC Act. 

 

3. Summary of Conclusion 

The Committee judges that the species has been demonstrated to have met sufficient elements 
of Criterion 2 to make it eligible for listing as critically endangered. 

 

4.  Taxonomy 

The species is conventionally accepted as Pseudocharopa whiteleggei. 

 

5.  Description 

Whitelegge’s Land Snail has a loosely coiled shell of few whorls which is 13 to 16 mm in 
diameter and 6 mm in height.  The shell is relatively flat with a depressed spire and a 
unicolour appearance of dark red-brown (Iredale 1944). 

 

6.  National Context 

Whitelegge’s Land Snail occurs on Lord Howe Island, which is part of the Lord Howe Island 
Group.  Located 700 kilometres north-east of Sydney and covering a total area of 1463 km2, 
the Lord Howe Island Group comprises Lord Howe Island, Admiralty Islands, Mutton Bird 
Islands, Ball's Pyramid, and associated coral reefs and marine environments.  The Lord Howe 
Island Group was formed from a volcano which resulted from geologic movement of the Lord 
Howe Rise (an underwater plateau) nearly seven million years ago.  Over time, the sea has 
eroded 90 per cent of the original volcano, leaving the islands that remain today (DEH 
undated (a)). 

Lord Howe Island itself is approximately 15 km2 in area.  The landscape is dominated by 
Mount Gower (875 m) and Mount Lidgbird (777 m).  Most of the island vegetation is 
rainforest and palm forest, with grasslands occurring on the more exposed areas.  
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The Lord Howe Island Group supports a unique biota, and was inscribed on the World 
Heritage List in 1982 for its outstanding natural universal values: 

 as an example of superlative natural phenomena; and  
 containing important and significant habitats for in situ conservation of biological 

diversity (DEH undated (b)) 

Of particular note amongst the biota of the Lord Howe Island Group are the high levels of 
richness of terrestrial invertebrates, many of which are endemic (DEH undated (b)), including 
Whitelegge’s Land Snail.   

On Lord Howe Island, the distribution of Whitelegge’s Land Snail previously occurred on 
both Mt Lidgbird and Mt Gower, but now appears to be restricted to Mt Gower.   

 

7. Relevant Biology/Ecology 

Little is known about the biology and ecology of this species.  The generation length of the 
Whitelegge’s Land Snail is not known.  It has been recorded living under and inside logs and 
in moss. 

 

8. Description of Threats 

The key threat to the Whitelegge’s Land Snail is predation by introduced rats.  The Ship Rat 
(Rattus rattus), arrived on the island from a wrecked ship in 1918 and has since become well 
established on Lord Howe Island (DEH undated (a)).  Ship Rats prey on snail species, and are 
thought to have been responsible for the significant decline in, and possible extinction of, a 
subspecies of Placostylus (Placostylus bivaricosus etheridgei) on Lord Howe Island (Ponder 
1997, NSW NPWS 2001).  Ship Rats are likely to prey on the Whitelegge’s Land Snail, 
though the program of baiting of rats currently undertaken on the island is likely to benefit the 
species if it persists on Mount Gower.  However, this baiting program is unlikely to 
completely mitigate the effect of predation by Ship Rats on the Whitelegge’s Land Snail as it 
is not undertaken across the species’ entire range. 

Pigs and goats that were introduced to Lord Howe Island by settlers for food later became 
feral pests (DEH undated (a)).  Both species caused damage to the surface litter and ground 
cover in areas where the Whitelegge’s Land Snail occurred, and it is likely that this resulted in 
a decline in the species’ numbers.  However, these pest species are no longer likely to be 
directly impacting on the species, as pigs have now been eliminated from the island, and goats 
virtually eliminated (DEH undated (a)). 

Another potential threat to the Whitelegge’s Land Snail is predation and habitat disturbance 
by invasive ant species.  The African Big Headed Ant (Pheidole megacephala) is present in 
the northern settlement area of Lord Howe Island and may affect the Whitelegge’s Land Snail 
should it invade the area where the species occurs.   

Further potential threats to the Whitelegge’s Land Snail include introduced birds, particularly 
the Song Thrush and Common Blackbird, which prey upon Placostylus species on Lord Howe 
Island and may prey on the Whitelegge’s Land Snail.  Although the habitat of the 
Whitelegge’s Land Snail is protected in the reserved southern area of Lord Howe Island, the 
species is potentially threatened by trampling, disturbance and collection by visitors, habitat 
damage by weeds and wildfire. 
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9. Public Consultation 

The nomination used in this assessment was made available for public exhibition and 
comment for 30 business days.  No comment from the public was received. 

 

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 critically 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 

A total of 34 specimens, including dead and living specimens, of Whitelegge’s Land Snail 
have been collected from Lord Howe Island and lodged at the Australian Museum.  This is a 
very small percentage of the total number of snail specimens in the Museum’s collection from 
Lord Howe Island (0.15%).  This suggests that Whitelegge’s Land Snail may persist at a low 
abundance, relative to the abundance of other species of snail on the island.  There is evidence 
to suggest that this low abundance of Whitelegge’s Land Snail may have declined over time.  
Collection records indicate that the number of specimens collected has declined from 32 prior 
to 1920 to just two since 1971, with no specimens having been recorded between 1920 and 
1971.  Given that there has been an increase in overall snail collecting activity from 1925 
onwards, predominantly dead specimens, the decline in the numbers of Whitelegge’s Land 
Snail collected suggests that the species has undergone a decline in numbers.  The most recent 
survey, in 2002, found only one specimen (living) on Mount Gower.  The reduction in 
numbers of the Whitelegge’s Land Snail is likely to be due to the introduction of pigs and 
goats, which cause damage to habitat, and rats, which prey upon this snail species (see 
Section 8). 

As evidenced by the decline in specimens collected since 1920, Whitelegge’s Land Snail is 
suspected to have undergone a reduction in numbers.  Although the species’ actual numbers 
are not known, it can be inferred from the decline from 32 specimens collected prior to 1920 
to 2 specimens since 1971, despite increased collection activity, that the decline in the 
species’ numbers is likely to have been very severe.  

Consideration of this criterion requires an examination of population trends over an 
appropriate timeframe.  An appropriate period for examining past declines in the numbers of 
Whitelegge’s Land Snail is three generations.  Although the generation length of 
Whitelegge’s Land Snail is not known, Placostylus species from New Zealand reach maturity 
at three to five years and may live for 20 years or more (Parrish et al. 1995).  As these 
Placostylus species are substantially larger that Whitelegge’s Land Snail (growing to heights 
of 115 mm compared to 6 mm for Whitelegge’s Land Snail) and their habitats are similar, 
their generation length is likely to be longer.  However, even if the generation length of 
Whitelegge’s Land Snail was in the order of five years, the decline in the species’ numbers, as 
suggested by collection data, is likely to have taken place more than three generations ago (at 
least since 1971, if not earlier).   

Pseudocharopa whiteleggei (Whitelegge’s Land Snail) Listing Advice - Page 3 of 6 



There are insufficient quantitative data available to judge that the species has undergone a 
reduction in numbers.  However, the Committee judges that the species is suspected to have 
undergone a reduction in numbers.  Although the Committee judges that the species is 
suspected to have undergone a reduction in numbers, there are insufficient data available to 
judge whether the reduction would be very severe, severe or substantial.  Therefore, the 
species has not been demonstrated to have met each of the required elements of Criterion 1, 
and is not eligible 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 Whitelegge’s Land Snail previously included both Mount 
Gower and Mount Lidgbird, however recent survey work suggests the species’ geographic 
distribution has declined so that it is now confined only to Mount Gower on Lord Howe 
Island.  The area of the summit of Mount Gower is estimated to be 27 ha, and represents a 
very restricted geographic distribution, given that the species is located on a single mountain 
on one small island. 

As indicated under criterion 1, Whitelegge’s Land Snail is suspected to have undergone a 
decline in numbers due to the introduction of pigs, goats and rats to Lord Howe Island.  
Although pigs have been eliminated and goats virtually eliminated from the island, rats 
remain a threat and are likely to cause a continuing decline in the number of mature 
individuals of the species.   

Other potential threats to Whitelegge’s Land Snail is predation and habitat disturbance by 
invasive ant species and introduced birds, particularly the Song Thrush and Common 
Blackbird, which prey upon Placostylus species and may prey on Whitelegge’s Land Snail.  

The Committee considers that the species has a very restricted geographic distribution, which 
is precarious for the survival of the species due to predation by rats and the potential threats 
outlined above.  Therefore, the species has been demonstrated to have met the relevant 
elements of Criterion 2 to make it eligible for listing as critically endangered. 

 

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 

As discussed under criterion one, 34 specimens of Whitelegge’s Land Snail have been 
collected from Lord Howe Island and lodged at the Australian Museum.  This is a very small 
percentage of the total number of snail specimens from Lord Howe Island in the collection 
(0.15%), which suggests that the species may always have occurred at a low population size.  
Only two specimens (one living) have been collected since 1971.  

There are, however, insufficient data available to estimate whether the total number of mature 
individuals is very low, low or limited.  Therefore, as the species has not been demonstrated 
to have met this required element of Criterion 3, it is not eligible for listing in any category 
under this criterion. 
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Criterion 4: The estimated total number of mature individuals is extremely low, very 
low or low 

Although recent survey work suggests that the total number of mature individuals of the 
Whitelegge’s Land Snail is likely to be very low, as discussed under criterion three, there is 
no estimate of the total number of mature individuals of the species available at this time and 
therefore there are insufficient data available to estimate whether the total number of mature 
individuals is very low, low or limited.  Therefore, as the species has not been demonstrated 
to have met this required element of Criterion 4, it is not eligible 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 insufficient 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 not eligible for listing in any category 
under this criterion. 

 

11.  CONCLUSION 

Conservation Status 

The Whitelegge’s Land Snail is endemic to Lord Howe Island, where it is confined to Mount 
Gower.  The total number of mature individuals of the species is likely to have undergone a 
decline in the historic past due to habitat damage by feral pigs and goats and predation by rats, 
and may continue to do so due to predation by rats and introduced birds.  The Committee 
considers that the species has a very restricted geographic distribution, which, in view of 
continuing threats, is precarious for the survival of the species.  Therefore, the species has 
been demonstrated to have met sufficient elements of Criterion 2 to make it eligible for listing 
as critically endangered. 

Recovery Plan 

The Committee considers that there should not be a recovery plan for this species as a draft 
Biodiversity Management Plan of Lord Howe Island has been prepared, and because the 
‘Threat Abatement Plan to reduce the impacts of exotic rodents on biodiversity on Australian 
offshore islands of less than 100 000 ha’ is in preparation. 

 

12.  Recommendations 

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

Pseudocharopa whiteleggei (Whitelegge’s Land Snail) 

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

 

Associate Professor Robert J.S. Beeton 

Chair 

Threatened Species Scientific Committee 
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