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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 
 

Zosterops natalis (Christmas Island White-eye) 

 

2.  Description 
The Christmas Island White-eye is a small greenish bird characterised by a white ring around 
the eye. 

The White-eye occupies all forested habitats on Christmas Island. It feeds on both fruit and 
insects. 

 

3.  National Context 
The Christmas Island White-eye was formerly confined to Christmas Island, but has been 
introduced to the Cocos Keeling Islands. While the Cocos Keeling Islands population is now 
well established and self-sustaining, this population has not been considered in this 
assessment as it is an introduction outside the species’ natural range. 

The species is not listed as threatened under any State or Territory legislation, nor is it 
currently listed under the EPBC Act. 

 

4.  How judged by TSSC in relation to the EPBC Act criteria. 
TSSC judges the subspecies not to be 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. 
While there has been no recorded decline in the numbers of Christmas Island White-eye, the 
spread of Yellow Crazy Ants (hereafter called Crazy Ants) has been identified as a possible 
threat to this species. Crazy Ants are an aggressive invasive species that were accidentally 
introduced to Christmas Island between 1915 and 1934 and are now widespread throughout 
the rainforest and settled areas on the island. They can build up into colonies with extremely 
high numbers called supercolonies. Before recent abatement programs, Crazy Ant 
supercolonies had formed in 24.4% of island’s rainforest. However, despite some anecdotal 
reports of attacks on a small number of birds and the possibility of some disturbance of 
nesting sites by Crazy Ants, there is no quantitative evidence of any direct effect on the 
Christmas Island White-eye population by Crazy Ants. 

Behavioural traits of the White-eye appear to minimize contact with Crazy Ants. The White-
eye rarely approaches the ground, where ant densities are highest, and rapid foraging 
movements may afford few opportunities for Crazy Ants to swarm onto the birds. Foraging 
behaviour of the White-eye were altered in areas of supercolony formation, which may 
indicate shifts in food sources (Davis 2002). However, the White-eye uses a broad range of 
food types and foraging behaviours. This flexibility, plus a lack of competition, may afford 
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some protection in the face of altered resource availability and interference from the Crazy 
Ant. 

Possible indirect effects of Crazy Ant invasion may be due to the removal of the keystone 
forest species, Red Land Crab (Gecarcoidea natalis), and the impact caused by the 
mutualistic relationship between Crazy Ants and scale insects. In areas of forest where Crazy 
Ants have eliminated Red Crabs, it was found that the seeds that were previously consumed 
by the crabs had germinated, and the forest structure had altered, with dense layers of 
seedlings covering the forest floor. This may result in a possible long-term alteration of forest 
structure and composition.   

The impact caused by the mutualistic relationship between Crazy Ants and scale insects may 
also have an indirect effect on the Christmas Island White-eye.  Infestations of scale insects 
associated with Crazy Ants, have detrimental effects on the health of the canopy and may also 
lead to long-term decline in the habitat. 

Crazy Ants appear to have no direct effect on this species although it may be possible that the 
long term effects on the Crazy Ant on the island’s ecosystem processes could have an effect 
in the future. At this stage, there are insufficient quantitative data to show any reduction in the 
population. Therefore it 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. 
This species of White-eye is endemic to Christmas Island. It occurs over the entire island, an 
extent of occurrence of approximately 135 km2.  

While the species has a restricted distribution, there has been no observed or projected 
decline. Therefore the Christmas Island White-eye is not eligible for listing 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 Christmas Island White-eyes has an estimated population of 20,000 breeding birds 
(Garnett and Crowley 2000). This number was based on an estimate of one pair per hectare, 
but it was acknowledged that the reliability of the estimate was low. Based on field 
observations, it is likely this estimate is too low and the species is more abundant (Stokes 
1998). Therefore this species 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 Christmas Island White-eye has an estimated population of at least 20,000 breeding birds. 
Therefore the species is not eligible for listing under this criterion. 

 

Criterion 5 - Probability of extinction in the wild 
There are no quantitative data available against this criterion. Therefore this species is not 
eligible for listing under this criterion. 
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5.  CONCLUSION 
The Christmas Island White-eye is endemic to Christmas Island. The species occurs over the 
whole island. The Christmas Island White-eye has an estimated population of at least 20,000 
birds. There is no evidence that the species has undergone any declines in population or to 
suspect it is likely to do so in the future. There are no known threats. 

This species is not eligible for listing under the EPBC Act. 

 

6.  Recommendation 
TSSC recommends that the species Zosterops natalis (Christmas Island White-eye) is not 
eligible for inclusion in the list referred to in section 178 of the EPBC Act. 

 

 

 

Associate Professor Robert J.S. Beeton 

Chair 

Threatened Species Scientific Committee 
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