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Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) 
(s266B) 

Approved Conservation Advice for 
Atalaya brevialata (a shrub) 

 

1. Name 

Atalaya brevialata (a shrub) 
 
The species does not have a common name. It is in the Family Sapindaceae. 
 

2. Reason for Conservation Assessment by the Threatened Species 
Scientific Committee (the Committee) 

This advice follows assessment of information provided by a public nomination to list 
Atalaya brevialata. The nominator suggested listing in the critically endangered category of 
the list. 
 
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 Atalaya brevialata (Cowie and Stuckey, 2012; 
CHAH, 2013). It was previously known as Atalaya sp. Elizabeth River (G.M.Wightman 6259) 
NT Herbarium (CHAH, 2005). 
 

5. Description 

Atalaya brevialata is a subshrub growing to 45 cm tall, with annual aerial parts and a 
perennial woody rootstock. The stalkless leaves are alternate and linear, and are 
65–410 mm long and 1.4–7.5 mm wide. The inflorescence (flower cluster) is a panicle 
(many-branched) or sometimes corymb (flat-topped panicle) to 70 mm long. The flowers are 
creamy white and up to 8 mm in diameter. The fruit has three widely-spreading lobes, 
separating into samaras (winged seeds) at maturity. The obovoid (egg-shaped) seed is 
approximately 8.5 mm long and 8 mm wide (Cowie and Stuckey, 2012). 
 

6. National Context 

The species is known from a small area to the south of Darwin in the Northern Territory, 
occurring in approximately 13 subpopulations in five locations (NT DNREAS, 2013), near 
Virginia and west to northwest of Noonamah, near the Elizabeth River and its tributary, Amys 
Creek. The current population estimate of Atalaya brevialata is 302 250 ± 15 000 mature 
individuals (Cowie and Stuckey, 2012). 
 
The species is currently listed as Data Deficient under the Northern Territory Territory Parks 
and Wildlife Conservation Act 2000. The nomination for this species includes data collected 
in the 2011–12 wet season, after the scientific assessment of status was done for the 
Northern Territory review of threatened species in November 2011. The conservation status 
of this species under Northern Territory legislation is likely to be upgraded to Critically 
Endangered after the next review (NT DNREAS, 2013). 
 
Atalaya brevialata occurs in the Darwin IBRA Bioregion, and the Northern Territory Natural 
Resource Management region. 
 

http://notes.nt.gov.au/dcm/legislat/legislat.nsf/linkreference/TERRITORY%20PARKS%20AND%20WILDLIFE%20CONSERVATION%20ACT
http://notes.nt.gov.au/dcm/legislat/legislat.nsf/linkreference/TERRITORY%20PARKS%20AND%20WILDLIFE%20CONSERVATION%20ACT
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7. Relevant Biology/Ecology 

There is little information available on the age at sexual maturity, average life expectancy, 
natural mortality rates, and generation length of Atalaya brevialata. Fresh seed germinates 
readily and the size of seedlings and other young plants in the field suggests they may reach 
reproductive size in two to three years under good conditions (NT DNREAS, 2012). 
 
The species develops a samara-like fruit (has wings which enable seeds to be dispersed by 
wind), however the wings are vestigial and unlikely to assist in wind dispersal over any 
distance. Also, fruit-bearing stems are less than 20 cm tall and this lack of height is unlikely 
to facilitate wind dispersal. Where seedlings have been observed these have been in close 
proximity to parent plants. Although there is an apparent restriction in seed dispersal, even 
small populations appear to be viable (NT DNREAS, 2013). 
 
Atalaya brevialata grows in woodland with Eucalyptus tectifica (Darwin box) and Corymbia 
foelscheana (smooth-barked bloodwood) but also with Xanthostemon paradoxus, Terminalia 
grandiflora (plumwood) and Acacia hemignosta (club-leaf wattle) in the overstorey with an 
open layer of perennial grasses such as Eriachne avenacea. It usually occurs on sandy soils 
in footslopes, often with a surface gravel layer. Atalaya brevialata sometimes grows in mixed 
Melaleuca viridiflora (broad-leaved paperpark), Grevillea pteridifolia (fern-leaved silky oak) 
and Acacia leptocarpa (north coast wattle) low woodland in more poorly drained situations 
but on more gravelly, slight rises. 
 
Suitable habitat often appears to occur in a narrow band upslope of sandy, poorly drained 
flats dominated by the small tree Grevillea pteridifolia and Dapsilanthus spathaceus. In two 
locations, smaller populations occur in an ecotone between Eucalyptus tectifica woodland 
and adjacent mangroves. The proximity to seasonally waterlogged to shallowly inundated 
flats suggests that the relatively high water table associated with them may be important. 
However, this requires further investigation (Cowie and Stuckey, 2012). 
 
The suffruticose (woody stem bases) growth habit, with annual aerial parts dying back during 
the dry season to a more or less woody perennial rootstock is unusual in Australian 
Sapindaceae species, although this growth habit is found in a wide range of genera typical of 
the savanna understorey of the wet-dry tropics of Australia (NT DNREAS, 2012). Flowering 
occurs from October to November, with fruiting in November (Cowie and Stuckey, 2012). 
 
8. Description of Threats 

The major threat to Atalaya brevialata is proposed development for housing and other urban 
uses. Four of the five known subpopulations are either in the immediate or longer term 
footprint of the proposed Weddell development area, a proposed new town following on from 
the near-completed development of housing areas in the Darwin satellite town of Palmerston. 
Land releases were proposed to commence in 2014 and continue for 20–30 years or more 
(Cowie and Stuckey, 2012). However, since this species’ nomination was submitted, plans 
for developing Weddell have been delayed. Nonetheless, it is likely that these plans will be 
revisited in the medium-to-long term, so urban expansion remains a threat (NT DNREAS, 
2013).The fifth subpopulation in the Virginia area is very small in comparison to the other four 
subpopulations, numbering less than a few hundred plants. While not under imminent threat 
of development, proposed future land use in the vicinity of the Virginia subpopulation is 
unclear (NT DNREAS, 2012). 
 
Potential threats include invasion by gamba grass (Andropogon gayanus) and other weeds. 
Large robust perennial species are likely to out-compete and shade out smaller species such 
as Atalaya brevialata. Gamba grass (listed as a Key Threatening Process under the EPBC 
Act) is a high-biomass-producing, introduced perennial grass species that is now established 
and common some kilometres to the east of the location of Atalaya brevialata populations, 
with scattered stands already in the general area (Cowie and Stuckey, 2012). Gamba grass 
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forms tall, dense stands, curing later in the dry season, increasing local fuel loads resulting in 
later, more intense fires that can kill or reduce the vigour of tree species (Rossiter et al., 
2003; Ferdinands et al., 2006). Gamba grass may also out-compete native woody species 
both by altering the availability of nitrogen to native plant species and by using larger 
amounts of water than native grasses (Rossiter et al., 2004; Rossiter-Rachor et al., 2009). 
 
9. Public Consultation 

The nomination was made available for public exhibition and comment for 30 business days. 
No comments were 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 

 
As noted under the Threats section above, four subpopulations of Atalaya brevialata are 
either in the immediate or longer term footprint of the proposed Weddell development area. 
An extensive vegetation and flora survey of the proposed Weddell urban area was conducted 
over the 2010–11 wet season, with many additional sites visited, but the species was not 
detected (Cuff and Brocklehurst, 2011). It has also not been detected during surveys of flora 
and fauna in the Darwin rural area (e.g. Price et al., 2005). The probability of finding 
additional subpopulations outside the Weddell area appears to be low. Extensive targeted 
surveys in suitable habitat were conducted in the Weddell area during November 2011 to 
January 2012, locating two additional subpopulations. However, much apparently suitable 
habitat did not support the species. Two more small subpopulations were discovered in 
November 2012 during survey of potentially suitable habitat parallel to Amys Creek. These 
are estimated to be in the order of hundreds rather than thousands of individuals. Additional 
survey in this area is likely to reveal additional small sub-populations (NT DNREAS, 2013). 
 
The species appears to be restricted to sites with a fairly specific combination of soil, 
geological and topographic characteristics. There has been insufficient information to assess 
previous extent of occurrence. 
 
There is a projected decline in area and quality of habitat due to the proposed development 
of the area for housing and associated urban development. Head works development, such 
as major roads, major sewerage, power and drainage lines and easements in proposed 
suburbs has already started (NT DNREAS, 2012).  
 
The Committee accepts that a projected decline in population size is likely, due to proposed 
urban development, however there are insufficient data to estimate whether the decline will 
be very severe, severe or substantial over the next 10 years. Therefore, as the species has 
not been demonstrated to have met the relevant element of Criterion 1, it 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 Atalaya brevialata is very restricted, with an estimated extent 
of occurrence of 7.6 km2 and area of occupancy of less than 1 km2. 
 
Until November 2011, the species was known from one locality and the taxonomic status 
was unclear. However, extensive targeted surveys in suitable habitat were conducted in the 
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Weddell area during November 2011 to November 2012, locating several subpopulations. 
The species is now known from five localities. Although further surveys may find more 
subpopulations, they are likely to occur close to the existing subpopulations within the five 
localities. 
 
The species is not represented in any reserve system. All subpopulations occur on a mixture 
of private and Crown land with around 75% of the known population on one privately-owned 
parcel. The subpopulation on the immediate south side of the Elizabeth River (estimated at 
2829 ± 293 plants) is all on Crown land. The subpopulation on the north side of the Elizabeth 
River is mostly on Crown land but is very small. Most Crown land is largely set aside for 
future urban use, including some parks and recreation areas. It is likely that few of these 
parks and recreation areas would remain naturally vegetated. However, areas along the 
Elizabeth River are likely to be left more or less natural (NT DNREAS, 2013). 
 
It is possible that the area of occupancy and extent of occurrence have been reduced 
through settlement and clearing in Darwin rural areas near Virginia, although there are no 
data to quantify these losses. However, the extent of occurrence is projected to decline over 
the next 20–30 years, as the entire population of the species is within the footprint of 
proposed urban expansion areas for greater Darwin (NT DNREAS, 2012). 
 
The Committee accepts that the species has a very restricted geographic distribution, which 
is precarious for the survival of the species due to its existence in a limited location, along 
with the current threat of land clearing for urban development, and the potential threat of 
gamba grass and resulting inappropriate fire regimes. 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 

 
The current population estimate of Atalaya brevialata is 302 200 ± 15 000 mature individuals. 
The Committee considers that the estimated total number of mature individuals is not limited. 
 
Therefore, as the species has been demonstrated to have not met all of the required 
elements of Criterion 3, it is not eligible for listing in any category under this criterion. 
 
Criterion 4: The estimated total number of mature individuals is extremely low, very 

low or low 

As stated in Criterion 3, the current population estimate is 302 200 ± 15 000 mature plants. 
The Committee considers that the estimated total number of mature individuals of the 
species is not low. Therefore, as the species has been demonstrated to have not met the 
required element of Criterion 4, it is not eligible for listing in any category under this 
criterion. 
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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 not eligible for listing in any category under this 
criterion. 
 

11. Conservation Status Conclusion 

Atalaya brevialata was nominated for inclusion in 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. 
 
The Committee judges that the species’ geographic distribution is very restricted, and 
precarious due to its existence in a limited location and the threat of land clearance for urban 
development. Therefore, the species has been demonstrated to have met sufficient elements 
of Criterion 2 to make it eligible for listing as critically endangered. 
 

12. Recovery Plan 

There should not be a recovery plan for Atalaya brevialata as this conservation advice for the 
species provides sufficient direction to implement priority actions and mitigate against key 
threats. 
 

13. Priority Conservation Actions 

Research Priorities 
 
Research priorities that would inform future regional and local priority actions include: 
 

 Design and implement a monitoring program. 

 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. 

 Undertake seed germination and/or vegetative propagation trials to determine the 
requirements for successful establishment. 

 Investigate critical habitat requirements such as water table dependence. 

 Identify optimal fire regimes for regeneration (vegetative regrowth and/or seed 
germination), and response to other prevailing fire regimes. 

 
Priority Actions 
 
The following priority recovery and threat abatement actions can be done to support the 
recovery of Atalaya brevialata. 
 
Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 

 Monitor the progress of recovery, including the effectiveness of management actions 
and the need to adapt them if necessary. 

 Ensure there is no disturbance in areas where Atalaya brevialata occurs, excluding 
necessary actions to manage the conservation of the species. 
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 Control access routes to suitably constrain public access to known sites on public 
land. 

 Suitably control and manage access on private land. 

 Manage any changes to hydrology that may result in changes to water table levels. 

 Protect populations of the listed species through the development of conservation 
agreements and/or covenants. 

 Manage any other known, potential or emerging threats such as gamba grass and 
perennial weeds. 

 
Invasive Weeds 

 Develop and implement a management plan for the control of gamba grass 
(Andropogon gayanus) in the region. 

 Identify and remove weeds in the local area that could become a threat to Atalaya 
brevialata, using appropriate methods. 

 Manage sites to prevent introduction of invasive weeds that could become a threat to 
Atalaya brevialata, using appropriate methods. 

 Ensure chemicals or other mechanisms used to eradicate weeds do not have a 
significant adverse impact on Atalaya brevialata. 

Fire 

 Develop and implement a suitable fire management strategy for the habitat of Atalaya 
brevialata. The species appears to be adapted to regular low intensity fires. 

 Where appropriate provide maps of known occurrences to local and state Rural Fire 
Services and seek inclusion of mitigative measures in bush fire risk management 
plan/s, risk register and/or operation maps. 

 
Conservation Information 

 Raise awareness of Atalaya brevialata within the local community and relevant 
stakeholders using appropriate communication strategies and activities. 

 Engage with private landholders and land managers responsible for the land on 
which populations occur and encourage these key stakeholders to contribute to the 
implementation of conservation management actions. 
 

Enable Recovery of Additional Sites and/or Populations 

 Undertake appropriate seed collection and storage. 

 Investigate options for linking, enhancing or establishing additional populations. 

 Implement national translocation protocols (Vallee et al., 2004) if establishing 
additional populations is considered necessary and feasible. 

 
This list does not necessarily encompass all actions that may be of benefit to Atalaya 
brevialata, but highlights those that are considered to be of highest priority at the time of 
preparing the Approved Conservation Advice.  
 
Existing Plans/Management Prescriptions that are Relevant to the Species 
There are no existing management plans or management prescriptions relevant to this 
species. 
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14. 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: 
 

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

species. 
 
 
Threatened Species Scientific Committee 
 
6 March 2013 
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