
 

 

 

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)  

Muehlenbeckia horrida subsp. abdita (Remote Thorny Lignum) 
 

2.  Description 

The Remote Thorny Lignum is an upright-spreading leafless shrub growing to 120 cm high 
with bright light yellow clusters of flowers, appearing from July-August (CALM 2005; 
Wilson 1996). 

 

3.  National Context 

The Remote Thorny Lignum is endemic to Western Australia and is restricted to a small area 
south-west of Newdegate, approximately 360 kilometres south-east of Perth. It has been 
recorded from three populations located within the Lake Bryde Nature Reserve. 

The species is currently listed as rare under the Western Australian Wildlife Conservation Act 
1950 and is managed as 'endangered' (according to IUCN criteria) by the Western Australian 
Government. 
 

4.  How judged by the Committee in relation to the EPBC Act criteria. 

The Committee judges the species to be eligible for listing as critically endangered 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 Remote Thorny Lignum is recorded from three populations within seasonally inundated 
freshwater wetlands in the Lake Bryde Nature Reserve. The total population size is 
approximately 2000 mature individuals known from two extant populations (CALM 2005). 

The freshwater wetlands are located within an area that has been heavily cleared for agriculture. 
In response to this clearing, most of the remnant vegetation in low lying/wetland areas has been 
affected by changed hydrology, resulting in salinity and waterlogging (CALM 2005).  

Salinity loads have been measured in the Lake Bryde Nature Reserve between 1983 and 2005. 
During this period, salinity loads have increased from approximately 160 tonnes to 1100-1300 
tonnes and are expected to continue to increase (CALM 2005). 

Available evidence indicates that rising salinity loads have had a very significant impact on 
the third recorded population of the species. This population, when discovered in June 2002, 
contained no live plants and 45 250 dead plants. It is likely that this population is not 
recoverable as salinity loads within the wetland are in excess of the germination threshold of 
this species (CALM 2005). 

This indicates that the total population size of the Remote Thorny Lignum was once in excess 
of 47 250 mature individuals. A reduction of 45 250 plants represents a very severe decline in 
population numbers, with the current population representing 4% of the total recorded 
population of the species. 

Therefore the species is eligible for listing as critically endangered  under this criterion.  



 

 

 

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

The Remote Thorny Lignum is known from two extant populations within the Lake Bryde 
Nature Reserve. The extent of occurrence is approximately 7.5km2  and the total area of 
occupancy is 1.28km2.  

There are a number of threats currently impacting on the species including disrupted  
hydrology, resulting in increased salinity and waterlogging; absence of periodic flooding and 
drying, resulting in a lack of recruitment; and recreational activities.  

Salinity loads have been measured in the Lake Bryde Nature Reserve between 1983 and 2005. 
During this period, salinity loads have increased from approximately 160 tonnes to 1100-1300 
tonnes and are expected to continue to increase (CALM 2005). Rising salinity is likely to 
impact on the extent of suitable habitat for the Remote Thorny Lignum, as it grows in clay 
and silt depressions in freshwater wetlands.  

A 2003 survey found that there is a higher germination rate of Remote Thorny Lignum seed 
in areas with a dense cover of aquatic plant matter (Fewson 2003a). The aquatic matter plays 
a functional role in stabilising soil temperatures for germination. Rising salinity kills off this 
aquatic matter, further limiting the species’ capacity to regenerate successfully. 

In 2002, the third recorded population of the Remote Thorny Lignum only contained dead 
plants. Available evidence suggests that this population is not recoverable as salinity loads 
within the wetland are in excess of the germination threshold of this species (CALM 2005).  

Lack of recruitment is apparent at one of the three Remote Thorny Lignum populations. 
Possible causes are high flower, seed and/or seed predation and a lack of suitable cyclic 
events, such as flooding and drying, to stimulate germination. 

Recreational activities, such as skiing, are common on Lake Bryde during wet winters when 
the lake fills. This potentially threatens one of the Remote Thorny Lignum populations as 
plants can be trampled as the water level lowers. 

Based on the species’ restricted area of occurrence and decline in suitable habitat due to 
ongoing threats, the geographic distribution of the Remote Thorny Lignum is restricted and is 
precarious for its survival. Therefore, the species is eligible for listing as endangered under 
this criterion. 
 

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 Remote Thorny Lignum population consists of approximately 2000 mature individuals, 
located within two extant populations (CALM 2005).  

Available evidence suggests that the species has undergone a very severe decline in the 
number of mature individuals due to a reduction in suitable habitat and the impact of rising 
salinity.  

As discussed under criterion 2, the Remote Thorny Lignum has a restricted geographic 
distribution which is precarious for its survival.   

Therefore based on the species’ restricted geographic distribution, low population size and 
evidence that numbers will continue to decline, the Remote Thorny Lignum is eligible for 
listing as endangered under this criterion. 
 



 

 

 

Criterion 4 – The estimated total number of mature individuals is extremely low, very 
low or low. 

The total population size of the Remote Thorny Lignum is approximately 2000 mature 
individuals (CALM 2005). The species in known from two extant populations with a total 
area of occupancy is 1.28km2.  

As discussed under criterion 2, there are active threats impacting on the species, including 
rising salinity and subsequent lack of recruitment, and recreational activities.  

Based on these active threats and the species low area of occupancy, the estimated number of 
mature individuals is  low. Therefore the species is eligible for listing as vulnerable under 
this criterion. 

 

Criterion 5 - Probability of extinction in the wild 
There are no quantitative data available to assess the species against this criterion. 

 

5.  CONCLUSION 

The Remote Thorny Lignum is known from two extant populations within the Lake Bryde 
Nature Reserve and has a total population size of approximately 2000.  

Available evidence suggests that the species has undergone a very severe decline in the 
number of mature individuals due to active threats which are operating on the species, 
including rising salinity and subsequent lack of recruitment, and recreational activities. Rising 
salinity is an ongoing threat to the species, as it causes mortality and habitat loss and affects 
seed germination. 

The restricted geographic distribution of the Remote Thorny Lignum is  precarious for its 
survival.  

The species is eligible for listing as critically endangered under criterion 1, endangered 
under criteria 2 and 3 and vulnerable under criterion 4. 

 

6.  Recommendation 

TSSC 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:  

Muehlenbeckia horrida subsp. abdita (Remote Thorny Lignum) 
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