
THREATENED SPECIES SCIENTIFIC COMMITTEE 

Established under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 

 
The Minister’s delegate approved this Conservation Advice on 13/07/2017. 

 

Eremophila viscida (varnish bush) Conservation Advice 
Page 1 of 7 

Conservation Advice 

Eremophila viscida 

Varnish bush 

Conservation Status 

Eremophila viscida (varnish bush) is listed as Endangered under the Environment Protection 
and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cwlth) (EPBC Act) effective from the 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 
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 its small number of populations and population size resulting from historical habitat 
loss and degradation and exacerbated now by poor recruitment due to senescence and long 
intervals between fire.   

Description 

The varnish bush is a large, erect shrub 2 – 6 m tall with sticky, shiny, brown hairless branches, 
and hairless to finely glandular-hairy leaves 5 – 10 cm long by 1 cm wide. The flowers are 
tubular, about 2 cm long, and are solitary or sometimes in twos. Each flower is on a 1 cm long 
stalk, which is enlarged beneath the flower. The calyx lobes are 7 mm long, greyish-blue or 
reddish in colour and are strongly veined. The corolla is white to pale yellow with purple spots. 
The stamens project beyond the floral tube. The ovary is hairy. Egg-shaped fruits are 5 - 7 mm 
long, 4 mm wide and are hairy on the upper part (Brown et al. 1998). The varnish bush is 
distinguished from Eremophila lucida (shining poverty bush) by its linear to lanceolate leaves, 
prominently spotted flowers and large greyish-blue or reddish calyx lobes (Brown et al. 1998). 

Distribution  

The varnish bush has a historical range of some 290 km between Latham, Koorda, Carnamah, 
Ballidu, Pindar and Merredin in Western Australia. It appears to prefer areas that are associated 
with granite and salt lake systems and plants are more frequently found in runoff areas, 
including drainage lines or ephemeral creeks connected to granite outcrops. From surveys 
conducted prior to 2003 it was known from 16 populations and approximately 816 individuals 
(Phillimore et al. 2003).  

Preferred habitat is brown, sandy-loam or red brown clay-loam soils, in open woodland in 
association with Eucalyptus loxophleba (York gum) and scrub vegetation (Mollemans et al. 
1993). Associated species include Melaleuca lateriflora (gorada), Acacia acuminata (raspberry 
jam), Scaevola spinescens (currant bush), Eucalyptus longicornis (red morril), Allocasuarina sp., 
Acacia coolgardiensis (spinifex wattle) and Eremophila serrulata (green fuchsia-bush). The 
varnish bush also occasionally occurs with other listed threatened flora species including 
Eremophila virens (Campion Eremophila) and Caladenia drakeoides (hinged dragon orchid). 
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Relevant Biology/Ecology 

Very little is known about the biology and ecology of the varnish bush other than that it is a 
resprouter (i.e. it resprouts from woody organs after fire) (Phillimore et al. 2003, Elliot & Jones 
1984). It is thought that occasional fire is necessary for recruitment (Phillimore et al. 2003). 

Threats 

The main threats to the varnish bush are listed in the table below in order of approximate order 
of severity. Threats include poor recruitment, salinity and waterlogging, soil erosion, road 
maintenance activities, invasive weeds and animals, grazing and disturbance by stock and too 
frequent burning. However some forms and levels of disturbance such as fire may benefit the 
species with recruitment occurring during or after these events (Phillimore et al. 2003). These 
threats are addressed in the conservation and management priorities. 

Table 1 – Threats impacting the varnish bush in approximate order of severity of risk, based on 
available evidence. 

Threat factor Threat 
type and 
status 

Evidence base 

Habitat clearing and fragmentation 

Poor 
recruitment  

known, 
past and 
current 

Historical surveys have identified few juvenile plants and 
Phillimore et al. (2003) noted that if past circumstances 
remained, a gradual reduction in plant numbers is likely to 
occur due to senescence, resulting in a slow decline in area of 
occupancy and extent of occurrence. As stated above, some 
form of disturbance such as fire may benefit the species with 
recruitment occurring during or after these events. However, a 
high frequency and intensity of these events identified below 
can also adversely affect the species and impact on 
recruitment (Phillimore et al. 2003).  

Salinity and 
waterlogging 

known, 
past and 
current 

Many of the known populations of the varnish bush occur in 
areas where agricultural clearing has taken place causing 
rising salinity and waterlogging. Salinity has impacted plants in 
these populations through degradation of habitat (Phillimore et 
al. 2003).  

Silting  known 
current 

The deposition of silt from erosion is known as silting. Silting 
may result in changes to water flow and water levels thereby 
altering the local hydrology on which the varnish bush is 
dependent and deeply burying seed beyond emergence depth 
(Phillimore et al., 2003). Silting has occurred at one population 
and may be affecting others that occur along watercourses 
(Phillimore et al. 2003). 

Soil erosion known 
current 

Soil erosion has damaged the habitat of several varnish bush 
populations (Phillimore et al. 2003). Land clearing has resulted 
in large volumes of water channelling down creek lines in 
habitat and eroding soil along its banks. Sheep grazing in the 
area can further exacerbate the problem by removing 
vegetation cover (Phillimore et al. 2003). 

Road, track 
and fire break 
maintenance  

known 
current 

One population was previously identified as having the 
potential to be effected by road maintenance (Phillimore et al. 
2003). This includes activities such as grading, construction of 
drainage channels and spraying weeds resulting in direct loss 
of plants and habitat degradation.  
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Threat factor Threat 
type and 
status 

Evidence base 

Invasive species  

Invasive 
weeds  

known 
current 

Competition from invasive weeds is a threat to the varnish 
bush (Phillimore et al. 2003). Invasive weeds compete for light, 
nutrients and possibly pollinators and physically restrict the 
growth of the varnish bush. 

Grazing and 
trampling by 
invasive 
species  

known 
current 

Grazing by rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus) and browsing by 
feral goats (Capra hircus) have impacted on the varnish bush 
and its habitat (Phillimore et al. 2003). Rabbits have direct and 
severe impacts which include preventing plant regeneration, 
overgrazing and damage, reversing the normal processes of 
plant succession, altering ecological communities and 
changing soil structure and nutrient cycling, leading to 
significant erosion and promoting growth of introduced species 
such as weeds (DoEE 2016). Goats can affect native flora 
through grazing on native vegetation, thereby preventing 
regeneration; by overgrazing, which causes soil erosion and 
by introducing weeds (DEWHA 2008).  

Domestic species  

Grazing and 
stock 
disturbance  

known 
current 

Grazing by sheep (Orvis aries) and cattle (Bos taurus) occurs 
at several sites with populations of varnish bush (Phillimore et 
al. 2003). Grazing causes physical damage to the plant and 
compacts the soil.  

Fire  

Too frequent 
burning 

known 
current  

High frequency of fires, effecting plants before they reach 
maturity, may reduce the soil seedbank for this species 
leading to a continued decline (Phillimore et al. 2003). 

Long 
intervals 
between fires 

known 
current 

It is thought that occasional fire is necessary for recruitment 
(Phillimore et al. 2003). If the frequency of fire is too low, a 
gradual reduction in plant numbers is likely to occur due to 
senescence, resulting in a slow decline in area of occupancy 
and extent of occurrence. 

 

Conservation Actions 

Conservation and Management priorities 

Habitat loss disturbance and modifications 

o Seek improved security for populations of the varnish bush through land purchase or 
conservation covenants.  

o Improve the management of stream flows, water quality and riparian environments 
throughout catchments of existing and potential varnish populations to prevent silting 
along ephemeral creek lines.  

o Protect and rehabilitate riparian vegetation by fencing off areas that are known to be 
at risk from grazing.  
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o Maintain land practices that do not exacerbate salinity, such as avoiding vegetation 
clearing in areas of known salinity and compliance with the WA Soil and Land 
Conservation Act 1945 where applicable. 

o Ensure land managers are aware of the varnish bushes’ locations and provide 
protection measures against key and potential threats, such as monitoring salinity. 

o Maintain Declared Rare Flora (DRF) markers1. Continue producing and distributing 
dashboard stickers and posters that illustrate DRF markers, inform of their purpose 
and provide a contact telephone number to use if such a marker is encountered. 

Invasive species (including threats from grazing, trampling and predation) 

o Undertake baiting targeted to protect sites where rabbits pose the greatest threat to 
the varnish bush. Take advantage of the environmental conditions and other 
complementary activities when undertaking baiting (DoEE 2016).  

o Control weeds at populations through hand weeding and localised application of 
herbicide.  

o Protect populations from trampling and predation by feral goats through appropriate 
fencing and goat control (DEWHA 2008).  

Impacts of domestic species 

o If livestock grazing occurs in the area, ensure land owners and managers use an 
appropriate management regime and density that does not detrimentally affect the 
varnish bush. Prevent trampling and manage total grazing pressure at important sites 
through exclusion fencing or other barriers. 

Fire 

o Fires must be managed to ensure that prevailing fire regimes do not disrupt the life 
cycle of the threatened species, that they support rather than degrade the habitat 
necessary to the varnish bush, that they do not promote invasion of exotic species, and 
that they do not increase impacts of grazing/predation. 

o Physical damage to the habitat and individuals of the threatened species must be 
avoided during and after fire operations. 

o Ensure that fires do not occur within populations before an accumulation of a seedbank 
large enough to replace the number of fire-killed standing plants. The replacement 
should incorporate expected post-fire rates of seedling survival. 

o Ensure that fires do not occur in winter or spring, avoiding the exposure of sub-mature 
seedling recruits to desiccating conditions over summer.  

o Ensure that intervals between successive fires take into account the longevity of the 
standing plant population. 

o Avoid successive fire intervals that are shorter than the period required to maintain 
reproductive capacity of resprouting individuals. 

o Avoid physical damage from stock or vehicles to habitat and individuals of the varnish 
bush during and after fire operations. 

                                                 
1
 DRF markers are used in Western Australia and are two standardised yellow markers at either end of a site, which are bent to face 

towards each other, indicating that DRF plants may occur anywhere between the markers, from the road’s running surface to the 
fence. They alert people working in the vicinity to the presence of DRF, and the need to avoid work that may damage vegetation in 
the area (DEC 2013). 
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o Fire management authorities and land management agencies should use suitable 
maps and install field markers to avoid damage to the varnish bush. 

o Develop a species specific fire management strategy.  

Ex situ strategies   

o Ex situ seed banks provide an important capacity for medium to long-term storage of 
diaspores of threatened plant species.  Where storable seeds are available, seed 
banking should be undertaken using advice from relevant seed storage professionals 
on appropriate conditions (collection and post-harvest treatment; pre-storage drying; 
storage temperature; curation and auditing) to ensure diaspore viability is retained. 

Translocation  

o Using habitat suitability modelling as guidance, identify suitable sites for the 
establishment of additional populations in the wild and for linking existing populations. 
Relevant policies should be referred to for guidance for undertaking translocations 
(e.g. Vallee et al. 2004). 

Stakeholder Engagement 

o Identify who the relevant stakeholders are such as traditional owners, local people, 
private landowners, public land managers. 

o Determine objectives for any public engagement e.g. to improve management on 
private land, to avoid negative publicity, to ensure recent scientific knowledge is 
incorporated into public land management. Separate engagement processes will 
likely be required where there are different objectives. 

Survey and Monitoring priorities 

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

• More precisely assess population size, distribution, ecological requirements and the 
relative impacts of threatening processes.  

• Design and implement a monitoring program or, if appropriate, support and enhance 
existing programs. 

• Monitor the size and structure and reproductive status of populations at different stages in 
the fire cycle, taking opportunities to monitor after planned and unplanned fires (where 
they occur) and improve understanding of the fire response of the varnish bush. 

• Precise fire history records must be kept for the habitat and extant populations (confirmed 
and suspected) of the varnish bush. 

Information and research priorities  

• Investigate the soil seed bank dynamics and the role of various disturbances (including 
fire), competition, rainfall and grazing on germination and recruitment. 

• Investigate the germination ecology of the species. 

• Investigate the pollination biology of the species, and the requirements of pollinators. 

• Investigate the reproductive strategies, phenology and seasonal growth of the species. 

• Undertake research into the population’s genetic structure, levels of genetic diversity and 
minimum viable population size. 
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• Investigate the impact of salinity on the varnish bush and its habitat. 

• Investigate options for linking, enhancing or establishing additional populations. 

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

• Improve understanding of the mechanisms of response to different fire regimes and 
identify appropriate fire regimes for conservation of the varnish bush by undertaking 
appropriately designed experiments in the field and/or laboratory. 

• Where appropriate, use understanding and research on fire responses among related 
(e.g. congeneric) or functionally similar species to develop fire management strategies for 
conservation.  

• Identify optimal fire regimes for regeneration (vegetative regrowth and/or seed 
germination), and response to other prevailing fire regimes. 

• Undertake seed germination and/or vegetative propagation trials to determine the 
requirements for successful establishment. 

• Research the effects of public access where this is likely and the effects are unknown. 

• Research the usefulness of citizen science monitoring programs where they exist. 

References cited in the advice 

Department of the Environment and Energy (DoEE) (2016) Threat Abatement Plan for 

competition and land degradation by rabbits. Commonwealth of Australia. Canberra, ACT: 

Commonwealth of Australia.  

Department of the Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts (DEWHA) (2008). Threat 

abatement plan for competition and land degradation by unmanaged goats, DEWHA, 

Canberra. 

Elliot, WR & Jones, DL (1984) Encyclopaedia of Australian Plants Suitable for Cultivation, Vol 3. 

Lothian Publishing Co., Melbourne. 

Phillimore, R., Evans, R., Brown, A. & English, V. (2003). Varnish Bush (Eremophila viscida) 

Interim Recovery Plan 2003-2008. Western Australia Department of Conservation and Land 

Management, Wanneroo, Western Australia.  

Brown, A., C. Thomson-Dans & N. Marchant, eds. (1998). Western Australia's Threatened 

Flora. Como, Western Australia: Department of Conservation and Land Management.  

Hopper, S.D., S. van Leeuwen, A.P. Brown & S.J. Patrick (1990). Western Australia's 

Endangered Flora and other plants under consideration for declaration. Perth, Western 

Australia: Department of Conservation and Land Management.  

Mollemans, F.H., P.H. Brown & D.J. Coates (1993). Declared rare flora and other plants in need 

of special protection in the Merredin District (excluding the Wongan-Ballidu Shire). Western 

Australia Department of Conservation and Land Management.  



 

Eremophila viscida (varnish bush) Conservation Advice 
Page 7 of 7 

Richmond, G. & D. Coates (1995). Population dynamics, seed biology and conservation of six 

endangered Eremophila species. Perth: WA CALM.  

Robinson, C.J. & D.J. Coates (1995). Declared Rare & Poorly Known Flora in the Albany 

District. Western Australian wildlife management program no. 20. Como, Western Australia: 

Australian Nature Conservation Agency, Department of Conservation and Land 

Management.  

Vallee L, Hogbin T, Monks L, Makinson B, Matthes B & Rossetto M. (2004). Guidelines for the 

translocation of threatened plants in Australia - Second Edition. Canberra, ACT: Australian 

Network for Plant Conservation. 

 


