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Conservation Advice 

Daviesia euphorbioides 
Wongan cactus 

Conservation Status 

Daviesia euphorbioides (Wongan cactus) is listed as Endangered under the Environment 
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (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).The species is listed as Critically Endangered under the Western Australian 
Wildlife Conservation Act 1950. 

The main factors that are the cause of the species being eligible for listing in the Endangered 
category are the severe fragmentation of populations and continuing decline in plant numbers 
due to threats including weed invasion, inappropriate fire regimes, chemical drift, grazing and 
soil disturbance by rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus), and road and track maintenance. 

Description 

The Wongan cactus is an erect, hairless shrub, which grows up to 80 cm high with thick 
cylindrical branches of a pithy texture inside. The smaller branches are erect, several 
centimetres in length and 6 - 10 mm in diameter. The leaves are minute, scattered, prickly, 
conical scales, less than 2 mm long. The pea-like flowers are yellow and maroon in colour. The 
flowers grow 7 - 8 mm in diameter, with several borne in short clusters along the stems. The fruit 
is a triangular pod approximately 1 cm long with a large beak at one end (Leigh et al., 1984).  

Distribution 

The Wongan cactus is endemic to the Merredin District of Western Australia. The species 
occurs between the Wongan Hills and Dowerin area, northeast of Perth. Twelve populations of 
the species have been recorded (Phillimore & Brown 2000). 

Relevant Biology/Ecology 

The Wongan cactus occurs in sandplain habitat, with heath dominated by Casuarina and 
Actinostrobus species. The species is often found growing with Hemigenia viscida (sticky 
hemigenia) (Rye 1980). Other associated species include Conospermum brownii (the blue-eyed 
smokebush), Boronia coerulescens (blue boronia), Glischrocaryon aureum (common popflower), 
Lysinema ciliatum (curry flower), Verticordia chrysantha (yellow feather flower) and Calytrix 
species (Phillimore & Brown 2000). 

The Wongan cactus is likely to be a disturbance opportunist that lives for only a few years, 
reaching maturity relatively quickly (Crisp 1985). Field evidence suggests that most populations 
are reaching advanced age and while sites remain undisturbed, the populations will continue to 
age and decline. Poor regeneration, due to lack of appropriate disturbance, threatens most 
populations as very few young plants of the Wongan cactus have been observed. This lack of 
regenerative capacity threatens the species as it reduces the species’ ability to adapt to change 
(Phillimore & Brown 2000). 

The Wongan cactus has a hard seed coat that requires breaking or cracking for germination to 
occur. Hard seediness is a characteristic of many plant species which form persistent soil stored 
seed banks, and in many of these hard-seeded species fire or soil ageing is the environmental 
cue which cracks the seed coat, thereby breaking seed dormancy and allowing germination to 
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occur. Consequently, fire and physical disturbance are the environmental cues which initiate 
recruitment of seedlings (Phillimore & Brown 2000). While little is known about the fire ecology 
of the Wongan cactus, experimental burning of five dead plants resulted in the emergence of 
eighteen seedlings from soil-stored seed. In areas surrounding adjacent dead plants that were 
not burnt, no seedlings were observed during the same period (Obbens 2000). These results, 
together with the species’ germination ecology, suggest that fire is an important component in 
the species’ regenerative capacity. 

Seedling recruitment has also been observed following mechanical disturbance of the soil from 
activities such as road grading and earthworks during track rehabilitation. These events are 
probably consistent with germination being initiated by cracking of the seed coat, in these cases 
mechanical scarification (nicking the seed coat to encourage germination) associated with soil 
disturbance. In an experiment which attempted to mimic the above disturbance by raking the soil 
around dead plants, no seedlings emerged following the treatment (Obbens 2000) though more 
vigorous soil turning may have stimulated germination. 

Flowering occurs from July to September (Paczkowska 1996). The Wongan cactus is presumed 
to be insect pollinated, however there is no supporting field evidence for this (Phillimore & Brown 
2000). 

Threats 

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

Threat factor Threat 
type and 
status 

Evidence base 

Fire 

High 
frequency 

known, 
current 

While experimental burning of dead plants has shown that the 
species’ soil-stored seed germinates following fire, fire kills 
adult plants. The seed bank would therefore rapidly deplete if 
overly frequent fires occur before plants have reached 
maturity. Lower frequency fires are likely to be necessary for 
the replacement of mature plants (Phillimore & Brown 2000) 
with frequency determined by natural longevity of the plant.  

Absence of 
fire 

known, 
current 

The total absence of fire is a threat to the species as it 
suppresses recruitment. 

Invasive species 

Weed 
invasion  

known 
current 

Weed invasion is a threat to all populations. Weeds suppress 
early plant growth by competing for soil moisture, nutrients and 
light. They also exacerbate grazing pressure and increase the 
fire hazard with easier ignition and faster fire movement 
(Phillimore & Brown 2000). 

Warren 
construction 
and grazing 
by rabbits 
(Oryctolagus 
cuniculus) 

known 
current 

Rabbit warren construction at some populations disturbs the 
soil around Wongan cactus plants. Increased nutrient levels 
from rabbit droppings and the introduction of weeds in soil 
disturbed by rabbits also have the potential to impact on the 
habitat of the species. Grazing by rabbits may have an impact 
on the establishment of seedlings, thus limiting the natural 
recruitment of the species (Phillimore & Brown 2000). 
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Habitat loss, disturbance and modifications 

Road and 
track 
maintenance 

known 
current 

Road and track maintenance threatens nearly all populations 
of the species. This includes actions such as grading road 
reserves, constructing drainage channels, spraying of 
chemicals and mowing roadside vegetation. As well as 
causing damage to actual plants, these disturbance events 
also encourage weed invasion into adjacent habitat (Phillimore 
& Brown 2000). 

Lack of 
associated 
native 
vegetation 

known 
current 

The Wongan cactus exists on some of the most degraded 
road reserves in the Merredin District (WA), and there is little 
associated native vegetation to support the species (Phillimore 
& Brown 2000). This has consequences not only for the 
survival of individual plants due to exposure, but also for the 
continued reproduction of the species given there is no 
associated native vegetation to support pollinating insects (e.g. 
bees), seed dispersers (e.g. ants), or to provide protection for 
seedlings (Phillimore & Brown 2000). 

Chemical drift potential Chemical drift from herbicide and fertiliser applications from 
adjacent farmland may affect the species’ growth and survival 
(Phillimore & Brown 2000).  

Conservation Actions 

Conservation and Management priorities 

Fire 

o Develop a fire management strategy to determine fire control measures and optimum 
fire frequency. Fires must be managed to ensure that prevailing fire regimes do not 
disrupt the life cycle of the species, that they support rather than degrade the habitat 
necessary to the species, that they do not promote invasion of exotic species, and that 
they do not increase impacts of grazing. 

o Avoid successive fire intervals that are shorter than the period required to maintain 
recovery capacity of resprouting individuals, but do not completely suppress fires. 

o Employ fuel reduction activities (aside from burning such as biomass removal of weeds 
through on-going weed management) and other protective measures at strategic 
locations nearby to reduce the potential adverse impacts of wildfire on populations, but 
ensure these are well planned and implemented and do not constitute an increased risk 
(e.g. through escape of planned fires). 

o Provide maps of known occurrences to local and state Rural Fire Services and seek 
inclusion of mitigation measures in bush fire risk management plans, risk register and 
operation maps. Fire management authorities and land management agencies should 
install field markers to avoid damage to the species. 

Invasive species 

o Identify weeds that could become a threat to the Wongan cactus and undertake weed 
control in the local area via hand removal or spot spraying, using appropriate 
herbicides, around individual Wongan cactus plants. Ensure that disturbance/overspray 
associated with control methods is minimised. 

o Monitor rabbit numbers in the area, and control rabbits through appropriate methods. 
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Habitat loss, disturbance and modifications 

o Rehabilitate the species’ habitat through the reintroduction of local plant species. 
Extend site rehabilitation beyond the current boundary of Wongan cactus populations to 
discourage weed invasion and to provide a buffer for extant plants (Phillimore & Brown 
2000). 

o Continue to install Declared Rare Flora (DRF) markers1 at populations near roads and 
railways, to alert people working in the area to the presence of the species and prevent 
accidental damage. Continue to produce and distribute dashboard stickers and posters 
which illustrate DRF markers and inform people of their purpose, and provide a contact 
telephone number to use if such a marker is encountered. 

o Continue to ensure land managers are aware of the existence of the Wongan cactus 
and its location. 

Breeding, propagation and other exsitu recovery actions 

o Continue to collect seed and cutting material, and add to the collection of living genetic 
material at Kings Park and Botanic Garden. 

o Propagate plants in readiness for translocation to suitable secure habitat, and 
undertake translocation in accordance with WA government policy and the national 
translocation protocols of Vallee et al., (2004). Monitor the translocation, particularly 
during the flowering period of the species. 

Stakeholder Engagement 

o Liaise with local land managers (including pastoralists and indigenous communities) to 
ensure populations of the Wongan cactus are not damaged or destroyed accidentally. 

o Land managers should be given information about managing fire for the benefit of the 
Wongan cactus. 

o Promote public awareness of the Wongan cactus to promote its protection through 
means such as: producing an information sheet which includes a description of the 
plant, its habitat type, threats and management actions; encouraging formal links with 
local naturalist groups and interested individuals; and continuing to produce and 
distribute a poster, which provides a description of the species and information about 
threats and recovery actions, to aid in the discovery of new populations. 

Survey and Monitoring priorities 

• Continue to monitor known populations to precisely assess population sizes and distribution. 
This also involves monitoring factors such as weed densities and rabbit invasion, habitat 
degradation, salinity levels, pollination activity, seed production, recruitment, and longevity of 
individual plants. 

• Conduct further surveys in suitable habitat, potentially with assistance from local naturalists 
and local Wildflower Society members, during the species’ flowering period (June to July) to 
locate any additional occurrences. 

• 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 species. 

• Continue yearly monitoring to record the time when flowering first occurs, when seed is 
produced and the age that senescence is reached, to enable the optimum interval time 

                                                 
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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between fires to be estimated. Also monitor successful germination and establish survival 
rates and causes of mortality. 

• Precise fire history records must be kept for extant populations of the Wongan cactus and 
for suitable habitat for the species. 

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

• DRF markers should be monitored for visual prominence (subject to weathering or obscuring 
vegetation) so that they remain visible and effective. 

Information and research priorities 

• Study the soil seed bank dynamics and the role of various factors including disturbance, 
competition, rainfall, grazing in recruitment and seedling survival. 

• Undertake studies to determine the species’ reproductive strategies (including pollination 
biology) and timing of growth and flowering. 

• Burning has been shown to be an effective method of stimulating seed germination in the 
species (Phillimore & Brown 2000). Improve understanding of the mechanisms of response 
to different fire regimes and identify appropriate fire regimes for conservation of the species 
by undertaking appropriately designed experiments in the field and laboratory.  

• Use understanding and research on fire responses among related or functionally similar 
species to develop fire management strategies for conservation. 

• Investigate how chemical drift from herbicide and fertiliser applications in the area may affect 
the species’ growth and survival. 

• Investigate levels of genetic diversity and minimum viable population size. 

• Investigate the impact of changes in the level of salinity in the habitat. 
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