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Advice to the Minister for the Environment and Heritage from the Threatened Species 
Scientific Committee (TSSC) on Amendments to the list of Threatened Species under the 

Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) 

 

1.  Scientific name, common name (where appropriate), major taxon group 

Phyllodes imperialis (southern subsp. - ANIC 3333) (a moth) 

Following formal publication, the name of this species has changed, and is listed under the EPBC 
Act as Phyllodes imperialis smithersi as at 1 June 2013. 

2.  National Context 

Currently the southern subspecies of the moth Phyllodes imperialis is known from a limited number 
of locations (5 known locations and 1 unconfirmed location) in lower montane rainforests. All but 
one of the locations are in south-eastern Queensland, distributed from Nambour to the Queensland-
NSW border. One isolated specimen was collected from Dorrigo in north-eastern NSW in 1990. 
Only one location, Mary Cairncross Park in Queensland, is confirmed breeding habitat. Breeding 
habitat is considered to be restricted to undisturbed old growth subtropical rainforest in lower 
montane regions. 

The subspecies has yet to be described. Recognition of the southern subspecies is supported by Dr 
Don Sands of CSIRO Entomology who has relevant expertise and indicates that the subspecies is to 
be formally described in the near future. The species Phyllodes imperialis is found in Queensland, 
Papua New Guinea, the Solomon Islands, Lifu, and the Bismarck Archipelago. The only other 
subspecies of Phyllodes imperialis that occurs in Australia is found in northern Queensland. It is 
geographically separated and morphologically distinct from the southern subspecies. 

Phyllodes imperialis southern subspecies is not listed under the EPBC Act, nor is it listed as 
threatened under Queensland or New South Wales legislation. 

 

3.  How judged by TSSC in relation to the EPBC Act criteria. 

TSSC judges Phyllodes imperialis southern subspecies (a moth) to be eligible for listing as 
endangered under the EPBC Act.  The justification against the criteria is as follows: 
 
Criterion 1 – Decline in numbers 
There is no quantitative data available against this criterion. Therefore, the species is not eligible 
for listing under this criterion. 
 
Criterion 2 - Geographic distribution 
Currently the southern subspecies of the moth Phyllodes imperialis has been found at a limited 
number of locations (5-6) in lower montane rainforest in south-eastern Queensland and north-
eastern NSW. Only one location, Mary Cairncross Park, a 40 ha council reserve at Maleny, 
Queensland, is confirmed breeding habitat. This moth belongs to a group of species of moths (tribe 
Ophiderini) some of which are known to migrate considerable distance from their breeding sites. It 
is possible that most records of this moth represent individuals that have migrated from the one or 
very few remaining breeding sites.  
 
It is considered that breeding habitat is restricted to areas where the vine, Carronia multisepalea, 
grows in a collapsed shrub-like form in undisturbed old growth subtropical rainforest in north-
eastern NSW and south-eastern Queensland. It is thought that larvae of this subspecies feed only on 
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this vine, and adults require the darkness supplied by the vine and rainforest vegetation in order to 
breed. This vine grows in habitats other than old growth rainforest, but in these habitats it usually 
adopts an upright form. The upright form appears to be more common than the collapsed form of 
the vine. The southern subspecies of Phyllodes imperialis has not been recorded from such habitats. 

It is not known how much suitable breeding habitat, consisting of undisturbed old growth 
subtropical rainforest containing the shrub-like form of the vine, Carronia multisepalea, is available 
for the southern subspecies of Phyllodes imperialis. North of the Richmond River in north-eastern 
NSW and into south-eastern Queensland, undisturbed old growth subtropical rainforest is restricted 
and fragmented. Most old growth lowland rainforest in this region has been logged or cleared for 
agriculture and development. This logging and clearing has had a major impact on several known 
vertebrates and invertebrates that occupied similar ecological communities. South of the Richmond 
River to Dorrigo, much of the rainforest has also been disturbed or lost since European settlement. 
There are isolated pockets of subtropical rainforest, and the food vine, Carronia multisepalea, is 
considered to be present in subtropical rainforest in this region. 

The one known breeding site for the moth in Mary Cairncross Park may be one of the last remnants 
in NSW and Queensland of relatively undisturbed old growth rainforest that occurs on lowland 
basalt plateau and that contains the food vine. It is therefore possible that besides requiring 
rainforest containing the vine, Carronia multisepalea, in its shrub-like form for breeding, the 
southern subspecies of Phyllodes imperialis may be even more specialised and have additional 
unknown breeding habitat requirements. 

The available evidence suggests that the moth is rare and currently has a restricted distribution. 
While it may always have been rare, suitable breeding habitat is likely to have declined due to 
clearing in the past. The moth is conspicuous, said to be magnificent in form, size (wingspan 13-14 
cm) and colour (brown with a pink area on the hindwing), and occurs in the region of south-eastern 
Queensland which is well-populated with people. Yet, despite a reasonable amount of survey in 
areas that are considered to be its strongholds, this moth has only been found breeding at one site 
and confirmed as occurring at a further four sites.  

In south-eastern Queensland, a number of surveys, which were targeted at other moth species but 
which allowed for the opportunistic identification of Phyllodes imperialis, failed to locate further 
breeding sites for Phyllodes imperialis.  Extensive surveys by CSIRO were carried out between 
1986 and 1995 for a related pest species of moth, Eudocima fullonia (Clerck), which also breeds in 
association with the vine Carronia multisepalea.  More than 50 localities where this vine occurs 
were surveyed, but no other breeding sites of the subspecies of Phyllodes imperialis were located. In 
most of these sites, the vine occurred the upright form. In north-eastern Queensland and south-
eastern NSW, opportunistic searches for this moth in suitable habitat have also been conducted by 
individuals and community groups, who have been working on the Richmond Birdwing Butterfly, 
but they have failed to find this moth.  

The area further south in the range of this subspecies has not been well surveyed. A general survey 
near Dorrigo by entomologists in the 1970s did not record this moth, but a specimen was collected 
in the area in 1990. It is considered that if it occurred with any regularity in the southern region, it 
would be more often sighted, as it is so conspicuous, or would be more common in collections. 
Though more targeted surveys are needed to ascertain the actual breeding distribution, from what is 
known at this time, it is reasonable to assume the subspecies has a restricted and fragmented 
breeding distribution that is confined to a few isolates. 

The one known breeding site for this species of moth, Mary Cairncross Park, is reserve that is 
popular with tourists and managed by local council. As the population may be restricted to a single 
breeding site, any significant disturbance at this site could be catastrophic for the survival of the 
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species. In addition, if the subspecies is restricted to breeding at one site, it is a possibility that 
inbreeding is occurring that could effect the long-term viability of this moth.  

The geographic distribution is restricted and precarious for the survival of the species. Therefore, 
the species is eligible for listing as endangered under this criterion. 

 
Criterion 3 – Population size and decline in numbers or distribution 
 
There is no quantitative data available against this criterion. Therefore, the species is not eligible 
for listing under this criterion. 
 
Criterion 4 – Population size 
 
There is no quantitative data available against this criterion. Therefore, the species is not eligible 
for listing under this criterion. 
 
Criterion 5 - Probability of extinction in the wild 
There is no quantitative data available against this criterion. Therefore, the species is not eligible 
for listing under this criterion. 
 
4.  CONCLUSION 

The southern subspecies of the moth Phyllodes imperialis has been only found at a limited number 
of locations (5-6) in south-eastern Queensland and north-eastern NSW, and has only been found 
breeding at a single location. Larvae have been found feeding on the vine, Carronia multisepalea, in 
its shrub-like form and it is thought that breeding habitat is restricted to areas of undisturbed old 
growth rainforest that contain this vine in south-eastern Queensland and north-eastern NSW. The 
geographic distribution appears to be restricted and is precarious for the survival of the species. The 
species is eligible for listing as endangered under criterion 2.  The scientific basis for the decision is 
narrow and unlikely to be improved in the near future. This is a common problem in relation to the 
conservation assessment of invertebrates, but despite this, there is sufficient evidence to support the 
listing at this time. 

 

5.  Recommendation 

TSSC recommends that the list referred to in section 178 of the EPBC Act be amended by  
including in the list in the endangered category:  

Phyllodes imperialis (southern subsp. - ANIC 3333) (a moth) 

 

 

Associate Professor Robert J.S. Beeton 

Chair 

Threatened Species Scientific Committee 

 


