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Advice to the Minister for Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population and Communities 

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) 

Oreisplanus munionga larana (Marrawah skipper) 

The species is found as two subspecies, Oreisplanus munionga munionga found in the mountains 
of New South Wales and Victoria and Oreisplanus munionga larana found on the north-west 
coast of Tasmania. 

 

2. Description 

The Marrawah skipper is a brightly coloured skipper. Skippers are usually considered to be 
butterflies, but are intermediate between butterflies and moths. This skipper is rich caramel above 
with pale yellow wing markings and pale yellow below. The females tend to be larger, slightly 
paler and more yellowish on the underside. 

The Marrawah skipper occurs in any vegetation types dominated by the native sedge 
Carex appressa or with an understorey dominated by C. appressa. Habitat includes remnant 
patches of C. appressa in disturbed areas such as those grazed by cattle or along drains. Eggs 
are laid on the leaves of C. appressa, which provides food and shelter for the larvae. All sites are 
at low altitudes and most are in very near coastal areas. 

 

3. National Context 

The Marrawah skipper is endemic to Tasmania, occurring only in far north-western to western 
Tasmania with disjunct locations on the north coast at Stanley (probably extinct) and south of 
Penguin (about 77 km east from Stanley). 

The Marrawah skipper is currently listed as endangered under the Tasmanian Threatened 
Species Protection Act 1995. 

 

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

The Committee judges the subspecies to be eligible for listing as vulnerable 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 

Based on surveys undertaken between 1994 and 2005, there are 14 subpopulations of the 
Marrawah skipper at 11 locations from northern and western Tasmania. It is likely that the 
subspecies’ numbers have undergone a decline in the past, due to substantial areas of potential 
habitat being cleared for agricultural development over the last 100 years or so in north-western 
Tasmania (Harris and Kitchener, 2005) but there is no conclusive evidence to indicate that 
specific sites for the subspecies have been eliminated. There are three areas in which the 
subspecies was recorded in 1994, but where it is no longer thought to occur (DPIW, pers.comm., 
2006). However, there are no data available on population numbers for this subspecies, or on the 
impact of historical land clearance on numbers. Therefore, there is insufficient information to 
quantify or suggest a historical reduction in the numbers of the Marrawah skipper. 
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There are limited data available to assess current trends in numbers of Marrawah skipper. In the 
future, the Marrawah skipper may undergo a decline in numbers due to threats such as further 
land clearance, forestry operations, cattle grazing and trampling, inappropriate fire regimes, weed 
invasion and slashing in the areas in which it is known to occur. However, there is no information 
available to estimate the magnitude of this future decline. 

Whilst the numbers of the Marrawah skipper are likely to have undergone an historical decline 
due to land clearance, and are likely to decline in the future due to the threats outlined above, 
there are few data to determine the extent of these declines. Therefore, there are insufficient data 
available to assess the subspecies against this criterion. 

 

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

Based on the currently known populations of the Marrawah skipper, the subspecies’ extent of 
occurrence is approximately 3710 km2 although this could be smaller if large areas of unsuitable 
habitat are excluded. Its area of occupancy is 0.2 km2. The recent discovery of the subspecies at 
Penguin indicates that it may be more widespread along Tasmania’s north coast than is currently 
known. However, if new subpopulations are discovered, such discoveries are unlikely to alter the 
estimates of total population numbers or estimates of area of habitat occupied by orders of 
magnitude because most populations tend to be of relatively low numbers (P. Bell, pers. comm., 
2006). Given that the species occurs in eleven locations, is described as very common in some of 
these locations and occupies a broad range of habitats, the Committee considers the geographic 
distribution of the Marrawah skipper to be limited. 

The subspecies’ distribution is considered to be severely fragmented with large areas of 
developed pasture land and disturbed land separating the subpopulations. 

There are a number of threats operating that are likely to result in an ongoing decline in the 
number of mature individuals, and potentially the extent of habitat, for the Marrawah skipper. 
While approximately 60% of known area of occupancy is in reserves and conservation areas, the 
subspecies is still threatened by inappropriate fire regimes and cattle grazing and trampling at 
some of these sites. The remaining area of occupancy is threatened by land clearing, forestry 
operations, cattle grazing and trampling, inappropriate fire regimes, weed invasion and slashing 
of vegetation. Landclearing, cattle trampling and intense fires are thought to have caused local 
extinctions (Bell, 2002). 

Clearing of native vegetation to create intensively managed grazing ground has been extensive 
within the range of the subspecies (Bell, 2002; Harris and Kitchener, 2005) and this is considered 
to be a major ongoing threat. The continual loss of habitat will lead to the likelihood of further 
decline in the number of individuals. 

Forestry operations are seen as a potential threat to some part of the subspecies’ range (Bell, 
2002). However, there are mechanisms in place within the Tasmanian forest industry to manage 
known populations and potential habitat of threatened fauna (Forest Practices Board, 2000). 

Cattle degrade the habitat through grazing and trampling. Cattle eat the Carex appressa tussocks 
down to the ground, often eliminating the larval and juvenile stages of the Marrawah skipper 
and/or removing their shelter and food. Cattle also trample habitat in both open situations and 
underneath remnant stands of scrub/trees, degrading habitat through destruction of tussocks, 
introduction and spread of invasive weeds such as Canada Thistle (Cirsium arvense), and 
creating an environment that favours exotic species such as pasture grasses (Bell, 2002). 

Inappropriate fire management has the potential to eliminate the Marrawah skipper from a site as 
the correct fire intensity, frequency and patchiness is critical in maintaining the subspecies’ 
habitat (Bell, 2002). 

Several subpopulations are affected by invasion by various weed species which threatens to 
compete with the C. appressa tussocks in the area. Several subpopulations are subject to regular 
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slashing of vegetation causing surrounding habitat to be cleared and the tussocks are often less 
then 10 cm tall. 

The Committee considers that the species has a limited geographic distribution, which is 
precarious for its survival due to severe fragmentation and inferred ongoing decline as a result of 
the threats outlined above. Therefore the subspecies is eligible for listing as vulnerable 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 total population size has been estimated as less than 10 000 (Neyland, 1994), but may be 
substantially less than this (P. Bell, pers. comm., 2006). Despite survey work, however, there are 
limited data on the number of mature individuals and therefore no reliable population estimates 
are available for this subspecies. 

Therefore, there are insufficient data available to assess the subspecies against this criterion. 

 

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

As discussed under criterion 3, there is insufficient information available to estimate the total 
number of mature individuals of the Marrawah skipper. Therefore, the subspecies cannot be 
assessed against this criterion. 

 

Criterion 5 –  Probability of extinction in the wild 

There are no quantitative data available to assess the probability of extinction of the Marrawah 
skipper in the wild, and therefore the subspecies cannot be assessed against this criterion. 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

Conservation Status 

The Marrawah skipper is known from 14 subpopulations at 11 locations in northern and western 
Tasmania, its extent of occurrence is 3710 km2 and its area of occupancy is 0.2 km2. Its limited 
geographic distribution is precarious for its survival due to severe fragmentation and ongoing 
threats of land clearing, forestry operations, cattle grazing and trampling, inappropriate fire 
regimes, weed invasion and slashing of vegetation.  

Therefore, the subspecies is eligible for listing as vulnerable under criterion 2. 

 

Recovery Plan 

There should not be a recovery plan for the Marrawah skipper as there are some programs, 
policies and mechanisms in place that are expected to address the abatement required for each 
threat, and the approved conservation advice for the species also provides sufficient direction to 
implement priority actions and mitigate against key threats. 
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6. 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 vulnerable category: 

Oreisplanus munionga larana 

 

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

 

 

 

 

 

Associate Professor Robert J.S. Beeton AM FEIANZ 

Chair 

Threatened Species Scientific Committee 
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