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Conservation Advice 

Nannoperca oxleyana 

Oxleyan pygmy perch 

Conservation Status 

Nannoperca oxleyana (Oxleyan pygmy perch) is listed as Endangered under the Environment 
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cwlth) (EPBC Act) effective from 
16 July 2000. The species was eligible for listing under the EPBC Act as on 16 July 2000 it was 
listed as Endangered under Schedule 1 of the preceding Act, the Endangered Species 
Protection Act 1992 (Cwlth).  

Species can also be listed as threatened under state and territory legislation. For information on 
the current listing status of this species under relevant state or territory legislation, see 
http://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/sprat/public/sprat.pl  
 
The main factors that are the cause of the species being eligible for listing in the Endangered 
category are limited distribution, restricted extent of occurrence that is continuing to decline due 
to competition with invasive fish species and decline in wallum heath habitat. 

 Description 

 Oxleyan pygmy perch are light brown to olive in colour (darker on the back and paler on the 
sides) with three to four patchy brown bars running from head to tail. There is a dark spot with 
an orange rim at the base of the tail and a blue ring around the eye. The species displays sexual 
dichromatism during the spawning season, with males developing more intense red and brown 
fin and body colouration, and black pelvic fins (Knight et al., 2007). They can grow up to 60 mm 
in length (NSW DPI 2016, NSW DPI 2007).  

Distribution 

The Oxleyan pygmy perch is confined primarily to dystrophic, acidic, freshwater systems 
draining through sandy coastal lowlands and ‘wallum’ heaths (Banksia dominated heathlands) 
between north-eastern NSW and south-eastern Queensland (including Fraser, Stradbroke and 
Moreton islands) (NSW DPI 2005a). They have been recorded from Coongul Creek on Fraser 
Island, Queensland (25 degrees 16'S, 153 degrees 09'E) south to Tick Gate Swamp near the 
township of Wooli. NSW (29 degrees 54'S, 153 degrees 15'E) (Knight and Arthington, 2008).  

Their specific habitat requirements include fresh, acidic waters with abundant aquatic 
vegetation. Even within areas of their habitat, their distribution is patchy and despite extensive 
searching, the species has only been found in a relatively small number of locations in NSW and 
Queensland (NSW DPI 2005a). Distinct genetic differentiation among populations suggests 
limited gene flow between coastal river systems (Knight et al., 2009). 

The coastal wallum heaths where Oxleyan pygmy perch are found once formed part of an 
almost continuous strip down the mid-east coast of Australia from Bundaberg in southern 
Queensland to South Hunter on the  coast of NSW (NSW DPI 2005a, 2005b ). However, land 
clearing for residential development, farming, mining, pine plantations and drainage impacts 
have led to a severe reduction in wallum heaths and remaining areas are highly fragmented 
(NSW DPI 2005a). While some important tracts of wallum heaths are protected within coastal 
and island national parks, other remaining areas of Oxleyan pygmy perch habitat are found on 
private or Crown land (NSW DPI 2005a). 
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Relevant Biology/Ecology 

There is little published information on the biology and ecology of Oxleyan pygmy perch, apart 
from general information on habitat and reproduction from field studies and aquarium 
observations (NSW DPI 2005b; Knight et al., 2007). 

Oxleyan pygmy perch are generally found only in slow-flowing pools and backwaters of river 
channels and tributaries as well as in swampy drainages, lakes, ponds and dams (NSW DPI 
2005b; Knight and Arthington, 2008). Wallum heath communities have a well-distributed annual 
rainfall and freshwater lakes, creeks and wetlands feature prominently throughout the region 
(NSW DPI 2005b). Waterbodies in the wallum heath are characterised by very low salinity, low 
magnesium; calcium hardness and acid conditions (pH 3 to 7) (NSW DPI 2005b). Habitats 
range from low conductivity, clear waters with a pH of 6 to 6.5, todarkly stained dystrophic 
waters of pH 4 to 6, over siliceous sands, aquatic vegetation or plant debris (NSW DPI 2005b). 
The generally high organic acid content of these water bodies is derived from leachates from 
swamps and riparian vegetation, particularly Melaleucas (NSW DPI 2005b). 

In wallum heath water bodies, Oxleyan pygmy perch are generally found at sites with a high 
level of instream cover and no visible flow or very low flows (NSW DPI 2005b; Knight and 
Arthington, 2008). Individuals are often found near dense aquatic vegetation, such as stands of 
emergent and submerged sedges and rushes Lepironia articulata (Grey rush), Schoenus 
brevifolius (Zig-zag Bog rush), Baloskion pallens, Eleocharis sp., Gahnia spp., Juncus spp., 
Nymphaea spp. (water lilies), Utricularia spp. (bladderworts), Sphagnum falcatulum (mosses) 
and Chara spp., Cladophora spp., Batrachospermum spp. (algae) (NSW DPI 2005b). They are 
also found in leaf litter beds and occasionally among woody debris (NSW DPI 2005b). 

Threats 

The main threats to the Oxleyan pygmy perch are loss of wallum heath, invasive fish and illegal 
collection. The threats are described in the table below in order of approximate order of severity. 
These threats are addressed in the conservation management actions. 

Table 1 – Threats impacting the Oxleyan pygmy perch in approximate order of severity of risk, 
based on available evidence. 

Threat factor Threat 
type and 
status 

Evidence base 

Habitat loss and degradation 

Loss or 
fragmentation 
of wallum 
heath  

known 
current 
past 

Removal of, or damage to wallum heath that is in proximity to 
swamps, streams and dune lakes effects the specific habitat 
requirements for the Oxleyan pygmy perch. Wallum heath has 
been removed in past for housing and infrastructure  
development  and sandmining. Where wallum heath exists 
outside of protected areas these pressures may remain (NSW 
DPI 2005a). 
Wallum heaths in protected areas may be damaged through 
recreational activities including four wheel driving, 
maintenance of roads including run-off from unsealed roads 
(NSW DPI 2005a). Hazard reduction burning and fire-fighting 
activities adversely impact the wallum heath (NSW DPI 
2005a). 

Damage to 
wallum heath 
by cattle  

known 
current 
past 

Grazing and disturbance of stream banks by cattle (Bos 
taurus) inhibits the natural regeneration of native vegetation 
including wallum heath which is the known habitat of the 
Oxleyan pygmy perch (NSW DPI 2005a). 
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Invasive species  

Invasive fish 
species  

known 
current 
past 

The plague minnow (Gambusia holbrooki) are known to have 
been introduced into many parts of the Oxleyan pygmy perch 
range (NSW DPI 2005).The plague minnow is highly adaptive 
and has flexible feeding and habitat needs meaning it 
competes with native species for resources (NSW DPI 2005a). 
The plague minnow has been implicated in the decline of 
many freshwater fishes in Australia and worldwide (Arthington 
and Lloyd 1989; Lloyd 1990; Arthington 1991 cited in Simpson 
& Jackson 1996, NSW DPI 2005a). 

Illegal collection  

Collection 
and aquarium 
keeping 

known 
current 
past 

The collection;catching, keeping, purchasing, selling, 
possessing and harming of the Oxleyan pygmy perch is 
subject to licensing and permits in both NSW and Queensland 
(NSW DPI 2005a). Collection of large numbers of native fish 
from wallum heath water bodies by aquarium collectors have 
previously been observed (Arthington1996 cited in NSW DPI 
2005a). Repeated collection of Oxleyan pygmy perch from 
small fragmented population could further adversely affect 
those populations (NSW DPI 2005a) 

Conservation Actions 

Conservation and Management priorities   

Habitat loss disturbance and modifications 

o Avoid loss and fragmentation of wallum health. 

o Prevent habitat disturbance. Control access routes by installing gates to suitably 
constrain livestock access to known sites along river channels that contain suitable 
habitat such as those with wallum heath. 

o Prevent run off from unsealed roads and fire management activities into swamps, 
pools, streams and dune lakes were the Oxleyan pygmy perch is known to occur and 
could potentially occur.  

o Improve the management of stream flows, water quality and riparian environments 
throughout catchments of existing and potential sites by monitoring erosion events and 
implementing rehabilitation of riparian vegetation particularly wallum heath.  

o Protect and rehabilitate riparian vegetation by replanting known endemic riparian 
species that provide shade cover to pools along the stream channels. 

o Assess protection of wallum heath community under conservation legislation as a 
method to provide community level protection for Oxleyan pygmy perch and other 
dependent threatened species. 

o Ensure land managers are aware of the species’ occurrence and provide protection 
measures against key and potential threats including removal of riparian vegetation and 
the impacts of cattle grazing along stream channels. 

Invasive species 

o Avoid translocation of invasive fish species within the known and potential range of the 
Oxleyan pygmy perch. Maintain guidelines for translocation of fish in south-eastern 
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Queensland and Northern New South Wales in consultation with local angling clubs 
and fish management groups. 

Illegal collection 

o Maintain existing permitting and licensing systems for the protection of Oxleyan pygmy 
perch. Review and assess efficacy of these systems on the protection of populations. 

Stakeholder Engagement 

o Identify who the relevant stakeholders are, including traditional owners, local people, 
private landowners, public land managers, aquarium enthusiasts and industry and 
anglers.  

o Determine objectives for any public engagement to improve management on private 
land and ensure recent scientific knowledge is incorporated into management.  

o Ensure that for waterways that occur within indigenous protected areas, all Indigenous 
Land Use Agreements (ILUAs) contain provisions for the protection of Oxleyan pygmy 
perch habitat developed in with relevant land council and traditional owners.   

o Prepare a management strategy for the Oxleyan pygmy perch with the input and from 
local experts.   

Survey and Monitoring priorities 

• Design and implement a monitoring program or, if appropriate, support programs for 
restocking in known historic distribution.  

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

• Enhance citizen science monitoring (e.g. by water watch groups  to ensure that data are 
robust and can be used for population monitoring. 

Information and research priorities  

• Undertake research on life history of the Oxleyan pygmy perch in situ and determine 
important populations for the species. 

• Undertake survey work in suitable habitat and potential habitat to locate any additional 
occurrences to more precisely assess population size and distribution to inform life history in 
situ. 

• Undertake survey work in suitable habitat and potential habitat to locate any additional 
populations in the Oxleyan pygmy perch historical distribution. 

• Research the usefulness of citizen science monitoring programs where they exist or could 
be reasonably implemented. 
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