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A statement for the purposes of approved conservation advice 
(s266B of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999) 

Approved Conservation Advice for 
 Turnix varia scintillans (Painted Button-quail (Houtman Abrolhos))  

This Conservation Advice has been developed based on the best available information at the 
time this conservation advice was approved.  

Description 
Turnix varia scintillans, Family Turnicidae, also known as the Painted Button-quail 
(Houtman Abrolhos), is a small (14−17 cm) terrestrial bird. Adults have upperparts that are 
mainly grey or brownish-grey, but are heavily marked with a combination of white, reddish-
brown and black spots, blotches, bars and streaks, and a large reddish-brown patch on each 
shoulder. Its underparts consist of a white chin and throat, a grey breast with buff spots, a 
white, buff-white or cream belly, and a buff to reddish-buff undertail. It has reddish-orange or 
(when breeding) red irides, a grey or brownish-grey bill, and yellow legs and feet. The sexes 
are similar in appearance, but adult females are substantially brighter and somewhat larger 
than adult males (Storr & Johnstone, 1984). The Painted Button-quail (Houtman Abrolhos) 
usually occurs in pairs.  

Conservation Status 
The Painted Button-quail (Houtman Abrolhos) is listed as vulnerable. This subspecies is 
eligible for listing as vulnerable under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999 (Cwlth) (EPBC Act) as, prior to the commencement of the EPBC Act, 
it was listed as vulnerable under Schedule 1 of the Endangered Species Protection Act 1992 
(Cwlth). However, the species Turnix varia is not listed on the EPBC Act. This subspecies is 
also listed as rare or likely to become extinct under the Wildlife Conservation Act 1950 
(Western Australia).  

Distribution and Habitat 
The Painted Button-quail (Houtman Abrolhos) is endemic to the Houtman Abrolhos 
archipelago, which lies approximately 60 to 80 km off the western coast of Western Australia. 
The subspecies occurs in four subpopulations on North, East Wallabi, West Wallabi, Seagull 
and Pigeon Islands of the archipelago (Johnstone & Storr, 1998; Garnett & Crowley, 2000). 
The area of occupancy is estimated to be 12 km2. There is no evidence of a recent or historical 
change in the area of occupancy (Garnett & Crowley, 2000). The subspecies occurs within the 
Northern Agricultural (Western Australia) Natural Resource Management Region.  

The Painted Button-quail (Houtman Abrolhos) has been recorded in all but one of the habitat 
types present on these islands, although individuals are most commonly observed in open 
grasslands of Spinifex longifolius on low sand dunes and open shrublands of Atriplex cinerea 
and Halosarcia halocnemoides on flats (Storr, 1965).  

The distribution of the Painted Button-quail (Houtman Abrolhos) is not known to overlap 
with any EPBC Act-listed threatened ecological communities. 

Threats 
Potential threats to the Painted Button-quail (Houtman Abrolhos) are inappropriate fire 
regimes; competition for food with, or predation of eggs by, the introduced house mouse (Mus 
musculus); introduction of non-endemic fauna, flora or pathogens; and, on North Island, 
grazing and trampling of habitat by the introduced Macropus eugenii (Tammar Wallaby). 

Research Priorities 
Research priorities that would inform future regional and local priority actions include: 
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• Design and implement a monitoring program, and 
• More precisely assess population size, distribution, ecological requirements and the 

relative impacts of threatening processes. 

Regional and Local Priority Actions 
The following priority recovery and threat abatement actions can be done to support the 
recovery of the Painted Button-quail (Houtman Abrolhos). 

Habitat Loss, Disturbance and Modification 
• Monitor known populations to identify key threats.  
• Monitor the progress of recovery, including the effectiveness of management actions and 

the need to adapt them if necessary. 
• Identify populations of high conservation priority. 
• Manage threats to areas of vegetation that contain populations of the Painted Button-quail 

(Houtman Abrolhos). 

Animal Predation or Competition 
• Develop and implement a management plan for the control and eradication of the 

introduced house mouse on the islands. 
• Develop and implement a management plan for the Tammar Wallaby populations on 

North Island. 

Fire 
• Develop and implement a suitable fire management strategy for the Houtman Abrolhos 

archipelago. 
• Provide maps of known occurrences to local and state Rural Fire Services and seek 

inclusion of mitigative measures in bush fire risk management plans, risk register and/or 
operation maps.  

This list does not necessarily encompass all actions that may be of benefit to the Painted 
Button-quail (Houtman Abrolhos), but highlights those that are considered to be of highest 
priority at the time of preparing the conservation advice. 

Existing Plans/Management Prescription that are Relevant to the Species 

• The Action Plan for Australian Rodents (Lee, 1995). 
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