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 Advice to the Minister for the Environment and Heritage 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) 
Amytornis textilis textilis (Thick-billed Grasswren (western subspecies)) 

 

2.  Description 
The western subspecies of the Thick-billed Grasswren is a small, shy, predominantly ground-
dwelling bird that has brown plumage with fine streaks of black and white.  It has a blunt bill and a 
long, slender tail.  Adult males generally weigh between 22-27 grams and are larger than the 
females, which generally weigh between 20-25 grams.  Females develop a distinctive chestnut 
patch on their flanks under each wing at 1-2 months of age.  Thick-billed Grasswrens (western 
subspecies) are usually found in pairs or groups of three individuals.  Generation length for the 
species has been estimated to be four years (Garnett & Crowley 2000). 

The Thick-billed Grasswren (western subspecies) prefers habitat with dense cover and is currently 
known from shrublands where foliage is low (less than 1 metre) but forms dense clumps and 
thickets. 

 

3.  National Context 
The western subspecies of the Thick-billed Grasswren is endemic to Western Australia.  It is 
currently known only from the Shark Bay region, on the mid-western coast of Western Australia.  
It is one of eight species of grasswren that occur in the semi-arid and arid regions of Australia, 
three subspecies of which are recognised as Thick-billed Grasswrens.  In addition to the western 
subspecies, the two other subspecies of Thick-billed Grasswrens are A. textilis myall from the 
Gawler Range in South Australia and A.textilis modestus from inland eastern Australia. 

The Thick-billed Grasswren (western subspecies) is not listed in Western Australia under the 
Wildlife Conservation Act 1950. 

 

4.  How judged by the Committee in relation to the EPBC Act criteria 
The Committee judges the subspecies to be not eligible for listing 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 
The Thick-billed Grasswren (western subspecies) was once found throughout much of southern 
Western Australia.  However, the subspecies has been found only in the Shark Bay region since 
1910 and its current distribution is less than ten percent of its former range.  This historic 
contraction of range was most likely caused by a decline in habitat quality as a result of 
overgrazing by introduced herbivores, such as rabbits, sheep and goats, which reduced the 
availability of cover and nesting sites (Cale 2003). 

Though this historic decline in distribution is likely to have resulted in a decline in abundance, no 
estimates of population numbers prior to 1910 are available.   
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Current threats to the Thick-billed Grasswren (western subspecies) may include predation by cats 
and foxes, as well as changes in fire regimes which alter the structure and composition of native 
vegetation, and reduce nest sites and cover.  However, the extent of the impact of these threats on 
the subspecies is not known.  Management initiatives are already underway to reduce numbers of 
introduced predators and stock within the current range of the Thick-billed Grasswren (western 
subspecies) (CALM 2005).  Management initiatives are also underway to minimise the risk of 
extensive wildfires within the range of the subspecies (CALM 2005). 

To establish the current impact of threats on the size of the Thick-billed Grasswren (western 
subspecies) population, it is necessary to examine population trends over an appropriate 
timeframe. An appropriate period for examining past declines in the number of Thick-billed 
Grasswrens (western subspecies) is three generations, or 12 years. Although the Thick-billed 
Grasswren (western subspecies) has experienced a historic decline, there is no evidence to indicate 
further declines in numbers since 1910.  Surveys of the subspecies in 1998 and 2003 confirmed 
that numbers of the Thick-billed Grasswren (western subspecies) are stable, with the extant 
population in the Shark Bay region estimated at 21,500 (CALM 2005; Garnett & Crowley 2000). 

Evidence indicates that the Thick-billed Grasswren (western subspecies) is unlikely to undergo a 
future reduction in numbers as there are no known threats currently having a significant or 
quantifiable impact on the subspecies and the extant population is healthy and stable. 

Therefore, the subspecies is not eligible for listing under this criterion. 

Criterion 2 – Its geographic distribution is precarious for the survival of the species and is 
very restricted, restricted or limited 

The Thick-billed Grasswren (western subspecies) is known from two subpopulations in the Shark 
Bay region on the mid-western coast of Western Australia.  The species was previously recorded 
from much of southern Western Australia, but since 1910 it has only been recorded in the Shark 
Bay region.  Its current distribution is less than ten percent of its former range.  However, within 
this restricted range, the extant populations have been assessed as healthy and stable (Garnett & 
Crowley 2000). 

The current extent of occurrence of the Thick-billed Grasswren (western subspecies) has been 
estimated to be 20,000 km2, with an estimated area of occupancy of 1,200 km2 (Garnett & 
Crowley 2000).  The entire extant population consists of one large subpopulation located within 
the Francis Peron National Park and a second subpopulation consisting of a number of disjunct 
smaller populations on nearby pastoral lands.  There may be some dispersal and migration 
between the disjunct smaller populations of the second subpopulation. 

The extant population of the Thick-billed Grasswren (western subspecies) is not fragmented, nor is 
there evidence of extreme fluctuation or continuing decline in range, quality of habitat, number of 
locations or number of mature individuals.  The geographic distribution is not precarious for the 
survival of the subspecies. 

Therefore, the subspecies is not eligible for listing under this criterion. 
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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 number of mature individuals of Thick-billed Grasswrens (western subspecies) has been 
estimated to be 21,500 and the extant population has been assessed as stable (Garnett & Crowley 
2000).   

Therefore, the subspecies is not eligible for listing under this criterion. 

 

Criterion 4 – The estimated total number of mature individuals is extremely low, very low or 
low 
The total number of mature individuals of Thick-billed Grasswrens (western subspecies) has been 
estimated to be 21,500 (Garnett & Crowley 2000).   

Therefore, the subspecies is not eligible for listing under this criterion. 

 

Criterion 5 – Probability of extinction in the wild 

The Thick-billed Grasswren (western subspecies) has been assessed as healthy and stable (Garnett 
& Crowley 2000).  There are no significant threats currently affecting the species. 

Therefore, the species is not eligible for listing under this criterion. 

 

5.  CONCLUSION 

The Thick-billed Grasswren (western subspecies) is known from two populations in the Shark Bay 
region on the mid-western coast of Western Australia.  The subspecies was previously known 
from much of southern Western Australia, but it has been restricted to the Shark Bay region since 
1910 and its current distribution is less than ten percent of its former range.  However, within this 
restricted range, the extant population is healthy and stable.  There are no known threats currently 
affecting the subspecies. 

In conclusion, the species is not eligible for listing against any of the criteria under the EPBC Act. 
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6.  Recommendation 
The Committee recommends that the list referred to in section 178 of the EPBC Act be amended 
by deleting from the list in the vulnerable category: 

Amytornis textilis textilis (Thick-billed Grasswren (western subspecies)) 
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