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Conservation Advice 

Mirafra javanica melvillensis 
Horsfield’s bushlark (Tiwi Islands) 

Taxonomy 
Generally accepted as Mirafra javanica melvillensis (Horsfield’s bushlark (Tiwi Islands)), 
Mathews, 1912. It is one of nine subspecies of Horsfield’s bushlark in Australia (Higgins et al., 
2006), and one of four subspecies which occur in the Northern Territory (DLRM NT, n.d.). The 
Horsfield’s bushlark is also known as the singing, Australasian or brown bushlark (BirdLife 
Australia, n.d.).  
 
Summary of assessment 
 
Conservation status  
Vulnerable: Criterion 4  
Mirafra javanica melvillensis has been found to be eligible for listing under criterion 4 only. 
  
Species/subspecies can be listed as threatened under state and territory legislation. For 
information on the listing status of this subspecies under relevant state or territory legislation, 
see http://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/sprat/public/sprat.pl  
 
Reason for conservation assessment by the Threatened Species Scientific Committee 
This advice follows assessment of information provided by a Committee nomination to list 
Horsfield’s bushlark (Tiwi Islands).  
 
Public Consultation 
Notice of the proposed amendment and a consultation document was made available for public 
comment for >30 business days between 30 October 2014 and 21 December 2014. Any 
comments received that were relevant to the survival of the subspecies were considered by the 
Committee as part of the assessment process. 
 
Subspecies Information 
 
Description 

There is considerable geographical variation between the Australian subspecies of Horsfield’s 
bushlark, mainly in the colour and patterning of the upperparts, and colour of the underbody and 
extent of markings to the breast. For all subspecies the sexes are similar, with no seasonal 
variation (Higgins et al., 2006). 
 
Horsfield’s bushlark (Tiwi Islands) is a small, short, squat bird with a short robust bill and a 
rounded head. The top of the head and neck appear black, streaked with rufous, and there is a 
distinct pale-buff eyebrow. The upperparts are mottled brownish-grey with rufous edging to the 
feathers, and a strongly rufous wing. The underparts are pale cream-rufous with strong dark 
streaking on the breast. The legs are short. Birds can raise a short crest, but this is not usually 
visible (DLRM NT, n.d.). 
 
 

http://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/sprat/public/sprat.pl�
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Distribution  

Horsfield’s bushlark (Tiwi Islands) is endemic to the Tiwi Islands in the Northern Territory. There 
have been few records of the subspecies. Surveys in 1992 recorded it in 2 of 11 sampled 
shrubland (treeless plain) quadrats on Melville Island, and surveys in 2000-2001 recorded it on 2 
out of 30 treeless plain quadrats. This appears to be the extent of the surveyed records (Birdlife 
Australia, 2014).  
 
Relevant Biology/Ecology 

The subspecies occupies treeless plains, dominated by Acacia open shrubland with perennial 
Sarga grassland understorey, which cover about 191 km2 on Tiwi Island (but not all of this is 
likely to be suitable habitat). It is most common in perennial tussock grasslands of moderate 
height and density, decreasing in abundance as grass cover declines. It is less abundant in tall 
dense grasslands, and far less abundant as tree cover increases. It is rarely seen in open 
woodlands (Garnett et al., 2011; Higgins et al., 2006).  

Horsfield’s bushlarks feed on seeds, insects and other invertebrates and forage entirely on the 
ground. They may forage singly or in groups of 10 or more.  Adults form monogamous pairs at 
the start of the breeding season and defend small nesting territories. Usually 3-4 eggs are laid in 
a nest on the ground beneath a tussock of grass, sedge or small shrub. The young are fed by 
both sexes; the role of the sexes in brooding is unknown (Garnett et al., 2011; Higgins et al., 
2006). In the Northern Territory most breeding occurs during November−early April 
(DLRM NT, n.d.). 
 
Horsfield’s bushlark has a conspicuous song-flight between 10 and 90 m above the ground. It 
has a melodious song sometimes interspersed with bouts of mimicry (BirdLife Australia, n.d.). Its 
generation time has been estimated at 3.8 years and a maximum longevity in the wild estimated 
at 6.6 years (Garnett et al., 2011). Its movements are poorly known (Higgins et al., 2006). 

Threats 

Threats to the subspecies are not clearly defined, and it may have always been in low numbers 
(DLRM NT, n.d.). However, possible threats include: conversion of treeless plains to forestry; 
altered fire regimes from a fine-scale mosaic to extensive areas burnt by larger hotter fires 
around more accessible areas, and a low frequency in more remote areas; altered water 
regimes; trampling of nests by feral animals; and predation by feral cats (Felis catus). A low 
frequency of fires, exacerbated by the spread of invasive woody (non-grass) weeds, is likely to 
lead to changes in the structure of the ground cover which may be unsuitable for this 
subspecies. Locally high densities of feral water buffalo (Bubalus bubalis) and pigs (Sus scrofa) 
may degrade habitat, though this may also reduce grass density (Garnett et al., 2011).  
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How judged by the Committee in relation to the EPBC Act Criteria and Regulations 
 
 

Criterion 1. Population size reduction (reduction in total numbers) 
Population reduction (measured over the longer of 10 years or 3 generations) based on any of A1 to 
A4 

 Critically Endangered 
Very severe reduction 

Endangered 
Severe reduction 

Vulnerable 
Substantial reduction 

A1 ≥ 90% ≥ 70% ≥ 50% 

A2, A3, A4 ≥ 80% ≥ 50% ≥ 30% 

A1 Population reduction observed, estimated, inferred or 
suspected in the past and the causes of the reduction 
are clearly reversible AND understood AND ceased. 

A2 Population reduction observed, estimated, inferred 
or suspected in the past where the causes of the 
reduction may not have ceased OR may not be 
understood OR may not be reversible. 

A3 Population reduction, projected or suspected to be 
met in the future (up to a maximum of 100 years) [(a) 
cannot be used for A3] 

A4 An observed, estimated, inferred, projected or 
suspected population reduction where the time period 
must include both the past and the future (up to a 
max. of 100 years in future), and where the causes of 
reduction may not have ceased OR may not be 
understood OR may not be reversible. 

 
(a) direct observation [except A3] 

(b) an index of abundance appropriate to 
the taxon 

(c) a decline in area of occupancy, 
extent of occurrence and/or quality of 
habitat 

(d) actual or potential levels of 
exploitation 

(e) the effects of introduced taxa, 
hybridization, pathogens, pollutants, 
competitors or parasites 

 
Evidence: 
 
Not eligible 

The population is estimated to be <1000 mature individuals, based on few sightings of the 
subspecies and its restricted habitat. There is insufficient data to assess trends in population 
(Garnett et al., 2011).  

Following assessment of the data the Committee has determined that the subspecies is not 
eligible for listing in any category under this criterion as the past, current or future population 
declines are thought unlikely to exceed 30% in any three-generation period. 

 

Criterion 2. Geographic distribution is precarious for either extent of occurrence 
AND/OR area of occupancy 
 Critically Endangered 

Very restricted 
Endangered 
Restricted 

Vulnerable 
Limited 

B1. Extent of occurrence (EOO) < 100 km2 < 5,000 km2 < 20,000 km2 

B2. Area of occupancy (AOO) < 10 km2 < 500 km2 < 2,000 km2 

AND at least 2 of the following 3 conditions: 

(a) Severely fragmented OR Number of 
locations = 1 ≤ 5 ≤ 10 

(b) Continuing decline observed, estimated, inferred or projected in any of: (i) extent of occurrence; (ii) area of 
occupancy; (iii) area, extent and/or quality of habitat; (iv) number of locations or subpopulations; (v) number of 
mature individuals 

(c) Extreme fluctuations in any of: (i) extent of occurrence; (ii) area of occupancy; (iii) number of locations or 
subpopulations; (iv) number of mature individuals 

 

based on 
any of the 
following: 
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Evidence: 
 
Not eligible 

The extent of occurrence is estimated to be 7 900 km2 and the area of occupancy is estimated 
to be 200 km2. The area of occupancy is based on the area covered by treeless plains on Tiwi 
Island. The subspecies exists at < 5 locations. There is insufficient data to assess trends in 
population, extent of occurrence, area of occupancy, or habitat (Garnett et al., 2011). 

Following assessment of the data the Committee has determined that the geographic 
distribution is restricted, however there are insufficient data available to judge whether there are 
threats operating that would make the subspecies’ geographic distribution precarious for its 
survival. Therefore, the subspecies has not been demonstrated to have met this required 
element of this criterion.  
 
 

Criterion 3. Small population size and decline 

 Critically 
Endangered 

Very low 

Endangered 
Low 

Vulnerable 
Limited 

Estimated number of mature individuals < 250 < 2,500  < 10,000  

AND either (C1) or (C2) is true    

C1 An observed, estimated or projected 
continuing decline of at least (up to a 
max. of 100 years in future 

Very high rate 
25% in 3 years or 1 

generation 
(whichever is longer) 

High rate 
20% in 5 years or 2 

generation 
(whichever is 

longer) 

Substantial rate 
10% in 10 years or 3 

generations 
(whichever is longer) 

C2 An observed, estimated, projected or 
inferred continuing decline AND its 
geographic distribution is precarious 
for its survival based on at least 1 of 
the following 3 conditions: 

   

(a) 

(i) Number of mature individuals in 
each subpopulation  ≤ 50 ≤ 250 ≤ 1,000 

(ii)  % of mature individuals in one 
subpopulation = 90 – 100% 95 – 100% 100% 

(b) Extreme fluctuations in the number of 
mature individuals 

   

 
Evidence: 
 
Not eligible 

The total number of mature individuals is estimated to be <1000. This estimate is inferred from 
the paucity of records despite the Horsfield’s bushlark’s (Tiwi Islands) conspicuous songflight, its 
restricted habitat, and lack of obvious threatening processes. There is insufficient data to assess 
trends in population (Garnett et al., 2011). 

The total number of mature individuals is low, however there are insufficient data available to 
suggest whether the population is declining. Therefore, the subspecies has not been 
demonstrated to have met this required element of this criterion. 
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Criterion 4. Very small population  

 Critically Endangered 
Extremely low 

Endangered 
Very Low 

Vulnerable 
Low 

Number of mature individuals < 50 < 250 < 1,000 

 
Evidence: 
 
Eligible under Criterion 4 for listing as Vulnerable 

The total number of mature individuals is estimated to be <1000. This estimate is inferred from 
the paucity of records despite the Horsfield’s bushlark’s (Tiwi Islands) conspicuous songflight, its 
restricted habitat, and lack of obvious threatening processes (Garnett et al., 2011). 

The Committee considers that the total number of mature individuals is low. 

 
 
Criterion 5. Quantitative Analysis  

 Critically Endangered 
Immediate future 

Endangered 
Near future 

Vulnerable 
Medium-term future 

Indicating the probability of extinction in 
the wild to be:  

≥ 50% in 10 years or 3 
generations, 

whichever is longer 
(100 years max.) 

≥ 20% in 20 years or 
5 generations, 

whichever is longer 
(100 years max.) 

≥ 10% in 100 years  

 
Evidence: 
Insufficient data to determine eligibility 
Population viability analysis has not been undertaken. 
 
 
Conservation Actions 
 
Recovery Plan 
There should not be a recovery plan for Mirafra javanica melvillensis (Horsfield’s bushlark (Tiwi 
Islands)), as conservation advice for the subspecies would provide sufficient direction to 
implement priority actions and mitigate against the key threats.   

Primary Conservation Objectives 

1. Stable population 

2. Maintain and enhance the condition of treeless plain areas on Tiwi Island 

Conservation and Management Actions 

1. Maintain and enhance the condition of treeless plains through optimising fire frequencies 
and intensities 

2. Improve understanding of the effects of fire regimes on the subspecies 

3. Quantify the impacts of feral cats 

4. Quantify the impacts of structural changes to the ground layer from weed invasion 

5. Consult with the Indigenous rangers on Tiwi Island on appropriate management actions 
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Monitoring priorities 

1. Population size, distribution and trends 

2. Change in quality of treeless plains 

 

Information and research priorities 
1. Extent of treeless plains occupied 

2. Likely threats 
 

 

 
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: 

 
Mirafra javanica melvillensis  
 

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

 
 
Threatened Species Scientific Committee 
 
04/03/2015 
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