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Conservation Advice 

Tectaria devexa  
  

(cave fern)  
Conservation Status  
Tectaria devexa (cave fern) is listed as Endangered under the Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cwlth) (EPBC Act). The species is eligible for listing as 
Endangered as, prior to the commencement of the EPBC Act, it was listed as Endangered 
under Schedule 1 of the Endangered Species Protection Act 1992 (Cwlth).  

The main factors that are the cause of the species being eligible for listing in the Endangered 
category are the low numbers of mature individuals (<600).  

The species is listed as Endangered in Queensland (Nature Conservation Act 1992) and is not 
listed on the International Union for Conservation of Nature’s Red List.  

Description  
The cave fern is a small, tufted, terrestrial fern with pale green fronds (Qld DEHP 2013), with a 
strong preference, or requirement, for limestone substrates (Bostock 2001 pers. comm.; Holttum 
1968). In Queensland, it is found only in limestone caves, often on the walls at the cave 
entrance and sometimes within the cave where shafts of light occasionally penetrate (Bostock 
2001 pers. comm.). It grows in isolation from other vascular plants in shallow acid, brown, 
sandy-clay loams (pH 5.5) (Barry & Thomas 1994). Tectaria devexa reproduces from spores 
(Barry & Thomas 1996). There are no reports of vegetative reproduction.  

Distribution   
The species occurs in two locations in Australia – Queensland and Christmas Island. On 
mainland Australia, the cave fern has been recorded from limestone caves 23 km north of 
Rockhampton, at Olsens Capricorn Caverns and caves in Mt Etna National Park (Queensland) 
(Vavryn 2001).  

On Christmas Island, the cave fern grows clonally, mainly on the plateau, in primary rainforest 
(tall and largely undisturbed), above 80 m elevation; both in deeper soils and as a lithophyte (on 
mossy pinnacles at the base of a slope, a wet site) (Holmes & Holmes 2002). It may be the only 
forest floor species in this type of habitat (Du Puy & Orchard 1993). It has been collected near 
Flying Fish Cove and at other unspecified localities on the island (Du Puy & Orchard 1993).  

It is assumed that the cave fern extremely disjunct distribution is due to the retreat and 
fragmentation of rainforests on the mainland in the post-Tertiary period due to increased aridity 
and seasonal climatic fluctuation (Barry & Thomas 1996). The species is limited to cave 
entrances, where light and wind are diminished and moisture is conserved (Butz 2005).  

Threats  
The threats to the species are different for the two locations.  In 

the Rockhampton area, potential threats include:  

• Degradation of native vegetation by fire or weeds.  
• Pesticide runoff.  
• Unauthorised collecting.  
• Impact by human visitors (direct disturbance or pathogens).  
• Mining of guano and other non-tourist uses.  
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• Mining of limestone.  
• Scientific (palaeoecological) enquiry.  

  
On Christmas Island, potential threatening processes for the cave fern include:  

• Removal of habitat by phosphate mining or by construction of roads or other developments.  
• Weed invasion arising from rehabilitation of mined areas or from construction.  
• Predation by exotic species or changes in native species composition arising from activity of 

exotic species.  
• Unauthorised collecting of specimens.  
• Climatic disturbance events e.g. cyclones, severe dry seasons.  
• Decline in canopy gaps as forest tracks (drill lines) revegetate.  

Conservation Actions (derived from Butz (2005))  

Conservation and Management Actions  

• Maintain confidentiality for precise locations in the Rockhampton area (other than Capricorn 
Caves) and on Christmas Island.  

• Review on-site protection and active management measures at Capricorn Caves and 
improve if necessary.  

• Pursue a (State) Nature Refuge agreement or a Commonwealth (EPBC) voluntary 
conservation agreement with the owners of Capricorn Caves to provide assistance for onsite 
protection and active management measures.   

• Ensure that visitor facilities or visitor use in Mount Etna Caves National Park do not impact 
on any populations or compromise important potential habitat.  

• Ensure inclusion of the cave fern in all guidelines and specifications for environmental 
assessment and standards on Christmas Island, particularly on the central plateau.  

• Ensure inclusion of the cave fern in all guidelines and specifications for environmental 
assessment and management standards in the limestone area near Rockhampton, including 
rehabilitation of former mined areas.  

• Given the extreme rarity in the wild, undertake ex situ cultivation of both varieties, with 
priority to be given to var. devexa.   

• Objectively examine differences in specialist opinion regarding the extent to which canopy 
gaps may be important to the cave fern on Christmas Island.  

• Update the Register of the National Estate description for Fitzroy Caves to note (with 
location confidential) any population of the cave fern found within the listed area. Consider 
enlarging the listed area to incorporate any additional population found within Mount Etna 
Caves National Park. Extend this action to any future heritage listing under the EPBC Act.  

• Expand content about the cave fern (and other listed plant species) in future Christmas 
Island National Park management plans in line with recovery plans and relevant threat 
abatement plans.   

  
Survey and Monitoring priorities  
• Quantify and monitor populations in the Rockhampton area and on Christmas Island.  
• Survey potential habitat for more populations in the Rockhampton area and on Christmas 

Island.  
  
Information and research priorities   
• Encourage reporting of new localities to assist ongoing review of conservation status.  
• Investigate all known occurrences of the cave fern to compile a comprehensive list of habitat 

requirements (physical and biological) to assist location of additional populations.  
• Examine potential for enrichment planting or (re)introduction of the cave fern into 

Rockhampton area habitat.  
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