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Conservation Advice 

Epacris stuartii 

Southport heath 

Conservation Status 

Epacris stuartii (Southport heath) is listed as Critically Endangered under the Environment 
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cwlth) (EPBC Act) effective from the 
6 December 2001. 

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) and in December 2001 was found eligible for transfer of category from Endangered 
to Critically Endangered.  

This species is also listed as Endangered under the Tasmanian Threatened Species Protection 
Act 1995. 

 
The main factors that are the cause of the species being eligible for listing in the Critically 
Endangered category are its very restricted extent of occurrence and area of occupancy, and 
low number of mature individuals (TSSC 2001). 

Description 

Southport heath is an erect or semi-prostrate multi-stemmed shrub growing to 1 m tall (Keith & 
Ilowski 1999) with white flowers (Curtis 1963). The leaves of Southport heath are ovate to heart-
shaped; with younger plants have more ovate leaves. Leaves have a thick cuticle and three 
parallel veins on the underside. The pointed tip of the leave is pungent. Southport heath has 
white flowers that appear during later winter and early spring (Keith & Ilowski 1999). 

Distribution  

Southport heath is restricted to an exposed headland near Southport, south-east Tasmania. 
Southport heath occurs only within the George III Monument Historic Site (PWS 2006). Plants 
occur in shallow soil or in crevices in dolerite rock pavements (Keith and Ilowski 1999), and also 
on seaward facing cliffs (Keith 1996). Surveying undertaken during the 1990’s did not locate any 
additional populations (Keith and Ilowski 1999). In 1995 the population of Epacris stuartii was 
estimated to contain a total of about 1,000 plants, of which c. 85% were estimated to be 
reproductively mature (Keith & Ilowski 1999). A demographic census was undertaken) for the 
seven years from 1994 – 2001 (Keith 2002). Recruitment failed to compensate for mortality in 
the population during the census period, with an almost 30 percent net decline in the population 
(Keith 2002). In 2000 an estimated 1 580 mature individuals were present in the population at 
the time of reassessment by the Threatened Species Scientific Committee (TSSC 2001). A 
census undertaken in September 2008 revealed about 1250 mature plants in an area of 0.3–0.4 
hectares (Schahinger 2008), though surveys in 2014 showed some mortality amongst plants in 
rock-pavement situations due to a combination of drought stress and browsing by native 
animals. 
 
An ex situ planting of Southport heath was established on nearby Southport Island in 
2000/2001, with 281 plants in the initial planting (Ilowski 2009); 104 of those plants were alive 
and in healthy condition in 2009, 79 of the 104 plants having produced fruit, with some seedlings 
also present (Ilowski 2009). Surveys of the ex situ planting in November 2013 provided further 
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evidence of the successful naturalisation of Southport heath on Southport  Island (Rudman & 
Gill 2014). 

Relevant Biology/Ecology 

Epacris stuartii occurs on an exposed dolerite headland at an elevation of 5 - 19 m above sea 
level (Keith and Ilowski 1996). The headland is semi-circular in shape and has a flat top inclined 
gently to the west and terminating in a small interrupted cliff line around its northern, eastern and 
southern edges. Epacris stuartii is associated with seaward slopes and rocky outcrops. Plants 
are scattered mostly around eastern and southern aspects in numerous small sub-catchments 
draining different parts of the headland. Despite the range of aspects, the entire population is 
exposed to onshore winds varying from slight to gale force (Keith and Ilowski 1996).  

The species occurs on three substrates; on rock substrates, rock and soil substrates and soil 
substrates. The substrate influences the vegetation community co-occurring with Southport 
heath; however Southport heath is known to occur only in heath (Keith and Ilowski 1996). Co-
occurring vegetation is dependent on soil substrate and time since it was last burned.  

On shallow soil substrates the heath may be dominated by a dense shrub stratum with 
Leptospermum scoparium (manuka), Acacia verticillata (prickly moses), Westringia brevifolia 
(greater shortleaf Westringia) and Banksia marginate (silver banskia). Epacris stuartii occurs 
mainly in gaps of the canopy of these larger shrubs, though some individuals occur beneath the 
canopy and others protrude through it. Smaller shrubs include Pultenaea dentate (clustered 
bush-pea), Epacris impressa (common heath), Bossiaea prostrate (creeping bossiaea) and 
Astroloma humifusum (native cranberry). Groundcover species include Stylidium graminifolium 
(grass triggerplant), Gonocarpus tetragynus (common raspwort), Helichrysum scorpioides 
(button everlasting), Viola hederacea (native violet), Deyeuxia densa (heath bentgrass), 
Microlaena stipoides (weeping grass), Rytidosperma pilosa (smooth-flowered wallaby grass), 
Poa poiformis (coast tussock grass) and Lepidosperma sp. (sword-sedge). 

In recently burnt areas the cover of large shrubs is reduced and there is an almost continuous 
groundcover dominated by Lomandra longifolia (spiny headed mat rush) and Deyeuxia densa 
(heath bentgrass) with various other grasses and sedges. On rocky substrates the cover of 
vegetation is sparse, with scattered individuals of Westringia brevifolia (greater shortleaf 
Westringia), Leptospermum scoparium (manuka), Poa poiformis (coast tussock grass), Baumea 
juncea (bare twigrush), Selliera radicans (swamp weed) and the introduced grass Aira 
caryophyllea (silvery hairgrass). 

Threats 

Southport heath is threatened by fires that are too frequent, P. cinnamomi and increase in the 
frequency and severity of drought and storms. These threats and their effects on the species are 
described in the table below. The threats outlined below have corresponding conservation and 
management priorities. It is important to note that this species is particularly susceptible to 
stochastic events given it is known from one population that is prone to storm damage and 
wildfires (Keith and Ilowski 1996).  

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

Threat factor Threat 
type and 
status 

Evidence base 

Fire 

Too frequent 
burning 

suspected 
current 

Too frequent burning may reduce and deplete soil seedbank 
and burn re-sprouting seedlings, resulting in the population not 
being able to replace individuals at the same rate at which 
they are being destroyed. If fire regimes do not favour 
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Southport heath ability to act as an obligate seeder on rock 
substrates/rock and soil substrates and a re-sprouter on soil 
substrates (Keith 2002), the species ability to recruit may be 
compromised. Keith (2002) observed at 38% decline in the 
population, a factor was mortality and recruitment after fires 
dependant on the substrate, plants that grew on rocky soil/rock 
substrate experienced a much higher mortality and a higher 
seedling mortality than plants that grew on soil substrate (Keith 
2002). Plants that grew on the soil substrate had a delayed 
post fire seedling response, emergence occurred in the 
second year post fire (Keith 2002). Given the species 
response to fire is different based on substrate fire regimes 
need to account for both responses including the delayed 
emergence of seedlings to avoid a net loss post fire. The last 
known fire to impact the population at Southport Bluff was in 
April 1994 (Keith & Ilowski 1999, Schahinger 2008). 

Disease 

Phytophthora 
cinnamomi 

known 
potential 

Southport heath is known to be susceptible to P. cinnamomi 
(Barker & Wardlaw 1997). The fungus effects physiological 
and biochemical pathways in infected plants (DOE 2014). Up 
take of water is often the first pathway to be effected and in 
susceptible species healthy plants can suddenly die (DOE 
2014). 
 
P. cinnamomi is known to be present in close proximity to the 
wild population of Southport heath, with a walking track within 
1 km of the population (Keith and Ilowski 1999). As the 
species is known to be susceptible and is known from one 
population (Keith and Ilowski 1999), the introduction of the 
fungus into the population poses a potential threat that could 
have significant implications on the species’ survival. 
 
Measures to ‘secure’ the Southport Bluff area from disease 
incursions have included the construction in 1998 of a wallaby-
proof fence across the bluff’s low-lying neck (along a fire-break 
slashed by the reserve’s managers), and re-routing of the 
walking track to the George III monument to avoid poorly 
drained areas. The area was declared a quarantine area under 
The Plant Quarantine Act 1997 (PWS 2006). 
 
The area supporting Southport heath at Southport Bluff was 
believed to be free of P. cinnamomi at the time of a census in 
2008 (Schahinger 2008). 

Climate extremes 

Salt spray periodic Significant salt spray damage to plants was noted in 1996 
following a severe storm (Keith and Ilowski 1996). An increase 
in extreme weather events associated with climate change 
poses a threat to the species, particularly if the population is 
recovering from fire, drought or disease. 

Drought periodic Drought has the potential to disrupt recruitment and kill plants, 
particularly those on rocky substrates (Keith and Ilowski 1996). 
An increase in frequency and severity of drought associated 
with climate change poses a threat to the species. 
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Conservation Actions 

Conservation and Management priorities 

Fire 

o Fires must be managed to ensure that prevailing fire regimes do not disrupt the life 
cycle of Southport heath, that they support rather than degrade the habitat necessary to 
Southport heath, that they do not promote invasion of exotic species, and that they do 
not increase impacts of grazing/predation. In addition fire regimes must consider both 
recruitment responses based on substrate.  

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

o Fire management authorities and land management agencies should use suitable 
maps and install field markers to avoid damage to Southport heath. 

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. Note: replacement 
should incorporate expected post-fire rates of seedling survival. 

o Ensure that planned 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 
recovery capacity of resprouting individuals. 

Disease 

o Implement a P. cinnamomi management plan to ensure that the fungus is not 
introduced into the population and that the spread in areas outside of, but adjacent to 
the population is mitigated. 

o Ensure that the relevant sections of the Plant Quarantine Act 1997 are adhered to 
when entering or exiting the known location of Southport heath and use state hygiene 
protocols where appropriate such as those outlined in Allan & Gartenstein (2010).  

o Implement suitable hygiene protocols including a hygiene management plan and risk 
assessment to protect known populations from further outbreaks of P. cinnamomi. This 
may include but is not limited to;  

o Contaminated water is not used for firefighting purposes, 

o Contaminated soil is not introduced into the area as part of restoration or 
revegetation activities, 

o Ensure that hygiene protocols are used on all equipment both entering and 
leaving area where the species is known to occur including all clothing, 
footwear, equipment, tools, and machinery are cleaned on entry and exit. 

o Ensure that access from the water is not encouraged, with signage stating the 
monuments closure are maintained and persons accessing by water adhere 
to the hygiene protocols particularly in relation to the transfer of mud from P. 
cinnamomi infected areas to the P. cinnamomi free areas. 
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o Ensure that the wallaby proof fence is maintained to prevent the transfer of P. 
cinnamomi by wallabies. 

o Ensure that areas that are P. cinnamomi free are sign posted and hygiene 
stations are implemented and maintained.  

o Implement mitigation measures in areas that are known to be infected by 
P. cinnamomi, this may include but is not limited to; 

o Application of phosphite (H3PO3), noting the potential deleterious effects as a 
fertiliser with prolonged usage.  

o Consider removal of host plants only when necessary noting annual 
herbaceous plants may act as a host and removal may not result in removal 
of P.cinnamomi. .  

Seed collection, propagation and other ex situ recovery action  

o To manage the risk of losing genetic diversity, continue appropriate seed and storage in 
appropriate institutions, such as the Tasmanian Seed Conservation Centre, Royal 
Tasmanian Botanical Gardens, and determine viability of stored seed. Best practice 
seed storage guidelines and procedures should be adhered to, to maximise seed 
viability and germinability. Seeds from all natural populations to be collected and 
stored. 

Stakeholder Engagement 

o Ensure that management plans for George III Historical site and surrounding area 
maintain input by experts on P. cinnamomi and fire regimes in relation to Southport 
heath.   

Survey and Monitoring priorities 

• More precisely assess population size, distribution, ecological requirements and the relative 
impacts of threatening processes by undertaking surveys every 5 years. 

• Design and implement a monitoring program or, if appropriate, support and enhance existing 
programs for potential threats and liaise with relevant stakeholders. 

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

• 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. 

Information and research priorities  

• Investigate options for enhancing the existing population in the event of a significant decline.  
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