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Conservation Advice 

Euphrasia collina subspecies muelleri 
purple eyebright 

Conservation Status 
Euphrasia collina subspecies muelleri (purple eyebright) is listed as Endangered under the 
Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cwlth) (EPBC Act). The 
subspecies is eligible for listing 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 causing the subspecies to be eligible for listing in the Endangered category are 
that the purple eyebright has suffered a substantial decline in range and abundance. It now 
survives in only a few widely distributed localities in Victoria. There are estimated to be fewer 
than 1500 plants remaining in about ten wild populations (DSE 2008; Murphy & Downe 2006). 

The purple eyebright is listed as threatened under the Victorian Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 
1988 and as Endangered under the non-statutory Advisory List of Rare or Threatened Plants in 
Victoria. 

Description 
The purple eyebright is a semi-parasitic, short-lived, perennial herb growing to 40 cm in height 
and branching at or slightly above ground level. The upper leaves are 6–14 mm in length, with 
cuneate (wedge-shaped) bases and up to four pairs of marginal teeth. Flowers are lilac, pink or 
white, occasionally with a yellow spot behind the lower lobe. The corolla (a whorl within the 
sepals) is fused at the base and divided into five lobes. Eglandular hairs cover the external 
surface of the calyx and sometimes the corolla. Anthers are 1.4–1.9 mm in length, and seeds 
are 0.8–1.35 mm long. Flowering occurs from July to November (Barker 1999; Walsh & Entwisle 
1996).  

Eyebright species generally have poor seed dispersal capabilities, usually within only 20–30 cm 
of the parent plant. As a result, dense isolated stands tend to form when population numbers are 
high, thus flourishing when environmental variables are most favourable (Potts 1999). 
Germination may be stimulated by fire (Barker 1999). 

Distribution  
The purple eyebright was once widespread across south-eastern Australia, ranging from 
northern New South Wales through Victoria to the southern parts of the Flinders Ranges in 
South Australia. Currently, the purple eyebright occurs in the following IBRA Bioregions (DEH 
2000) in Victoria: Victorian Midlands, South East Coastal Plain and South Eastern Highlands. It 
is presumed extinct in the following IBRA Bioregions: New South Wales – South Eastern 
Highlands, South Western Slopes, Riverina, Sydney Basin; and South Australia – Flinders Lofty 
Block (Murphy & Downe 2006). 
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In 2006, the subspecies was known to occur at only a few widely separated localities in Victoria, 
including:  

• Green Bush, Mornington Peninsula National Park 

• McKellar Flora Reserve, Mornington Peninsular (Arthur’s Seat State Park) 

• Tambo River Special Protection Zone No. 629 

• William’s Creek (National Features and Scenic Reserve) (roadside, Wren’s Flat) (possibly 
destroyed by fires in 2006) 

• Purves Road, Main Ridge 

• Deep Lead Flora and Fauna Reserve B 

• Deep Lead Flora and Fauna Reserve A (taxonomy uncertain) 

• Nunniong Plains State Forest (National Features and Scenic Reserve), Bowen Mountains 
(taxonomy uncertain) 

• Paddy’s Ranges State Park (taxonomy uncertain) 

• Little River, Snowy River National Park (taxonomy uncertain, possibly extinct) 

• Merrick’s North, Junction Road A and Junction Road B (taxonomy uncertain, possibly 
extinct) 

The subspecies was historically recorded at Mt Rouse, Skipton, Wimmera, Castlemaine, Point 
Napean, Benambra and Woods Point (Murphy & Downe 2006).  

Relevant Biology/Ecology 
In Australia, the genus Euphrasia occurs frequently in environments where light levels are very 
high, either as a result of environmental extremes or frequent disturbance such as fire (Potts 
1999). Habitats suitable for purple eyebright tend towards those more prone to fire or periodic 
inundation by water, including open grassland, grassy woodland, heath in perched swamps and 
heathy woodland. The pre-1750 habitat for the taxon in Victoria was thought to be kangaroo 
grass (Themeda triandra) dominated communities in grasslands, woodlands and forests 
(Murphy & Downe 2006). 

Associated communities currently include Xanthorrhoea australis (grass tree) dominated sandy 
heath on the Mornington Peninsula Eucalyptus cephalocarpa, (mealy stringybark) – Eucalyptus 
obliqua (messmate stringybark) open forest at Merricks North, Eucalyptus pauciflora (snow 
gum) grassy woodland near Benambra, Eucalyptus radiata (narrow-leaved peppermint) – 
Eucalyptus rubida (candlebark) grassy open forest near Jamieson, and Eucalyptus 
macrorhyncha (red stringybark) heathy woodland at Deep Lead (Barker 1982; JCVRFASC 
1999; Williams & Molnar 1997).  
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Threats 
Table 1 – Threats impacting the purple eyebright in order of severity of risk, based on available 
evidence. 

Threat factor Threat 
type 

Threat 
status 

Evidence base 

Fire 

Altered fire 
frequency 

known current The purple eyebright is highly dependent on 
open environments, either on a permanent or 
intermittent basis (DSE 2008; Murphy & Downe 
2006). Low fire frequency, and reduced biomass 
reduction is a major threat to the subspecies as 
seed germination is likely to be triggered by fire 
(DSE 2008). 
 
High fire frequency also constitutes a major 
threat to the subspecies as fire may deplete 
populations by killing immature plants prior to 
seed set (Murphy & Downe 2006). 

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

Grazing and 
habitat 
disturbance by 
rabbits 
(Oryctolagus 
cuniculus) 

known current Populations are subjected to grazing and habitat 
disturbance by rabbits (Murphy & Downe 2006). 
Grazing by rabbits is a threat to the subspecies, 
particularly following fire and germination (DSE 
2008). 

Weed invasion known current Introduced weed species known to occur at or 
near sites where the purple eyebright occurs 
include radiata pine (Pinus radiata) and 
boneseed (Chrysanthemoides monilifera (a 
Weed of National Significance)) (DSE 2008; 
Murphy & Downe 2006).  

Australian native weed species known to occur 
at or near sites where the purple eyebright 
occurs include sweet Pittosporum (Pittosporum 
undulatum), bluebell creeper (Sollya 
heterophylla) and coastal wattle (Acacia 
longifolia subspecies sophorae) (DSE 2008; 
Murphy & Downe 2006). These species have 
become invasive weeds both within and outside 
their natural range.  

Weed invasion poses a threat to purple 
eyebright through competition, shading, altered 
nutrient cycling and reduced soil fertility.   

Grazing by 
stock 

known 
 

past 
 

Grazing by stock may have historically 
threatened the subspecies. Most populations 
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subjected to grazing by stock, especially on 
private land, have been extirpated (DSE 2008; 
Murphy & Downe 2006). 

Habitat loss, disturbance and modifications 

Clearing of 
habitat 

known past Historical habitat clearance for agriculture and 
settlement was a major threat to the subspecies, 
which has suffered an extensive reduction in 
range and abundance. The remaining 
populations are small and isolated (Murphy & 
Downe 2006). 

Conservation Actions 

Conservation and Management priorities 
Fire 

• Fire may be required for seed germination or maintenance of open habitat. Following the 
results of research to examine the response of this subspecies to fire, develop an 
appropriate fire management regime for protection of key habitat.  

• Prescribed or experimental fires must be very well justified, executed and monitored, and 
be accompanied by programs to control weeds and herbivory post fire. 

• Provide maps of population sites to local and state Rural Fire Services and seek inclusion 
of mitigation measures in bush fire risk management plan/s, risk register and/or operation 
maps.  

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

• Manage sites by monitoring weed abundance, and if necessary use hand removal or 
alternative methods to control and reduce the spread of native and introduced invasive 
weed species. The tolerance of purple eyebright and associated native plant species to 
herbicides is unknown and weed control programs should be undertaken in conjunction 
with research.  

• Undertake rabbit control to reduce the spread of rabbits and if necessary use exclusion 
fencing at appropriate sites to minimise grazing levels. 

• Identify and undertake weed control in the local area that could become a threat to the 
subspecies, using appropriate methods including hand removal and spot spraying. 
Consider the possible disturbance/overspray threats associated with the control method. 

• Post fire, implement a weed management plan to prevent weed invasion, and control 
introduced herbivores that will be attracted to the area. 

Habitat loss, disturbance and modifications  

• Prevent habitat disturbance. Where appropriate, control access to known sites by fencing 
populations to exclude stock.  

• Ensure land managers and local council are aware of the subspecies’ occurrence and 
provide protection measures against key and potential threats, particularly for populations 
at Merricks North and Main Ridge. 
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Breeding, propagation and other ex situ conservation action 

• Maintain the seed stored in the Victorian Conservation Seedbank. 

• Develop effective propagation and cultivation techniques for an ex situ cultivation 
program.  

• Establish cultivated plants ex situ for inclusion in living collections, to safeguard against 
any unforeseen destruction of wild populations. 

Stakeholder Engagement 

• Liaise with the Victorian Government Department of Environment, Land, Water and 
Planning (formerly the Department of Sustainability and Environment), Parks Victoria and 
the Royal Botanic Gardens. 

• Erect appropriate conservation signs to educate the public of the subspecies.  

• Liaise with relevant stakeholders including local councils and private landowners where 
populations occur to ensure populations are not damaged or destroyed accidentally. 

• Encourage formal links with local naturalist groups and interested individuals.   

Survey and Monitoring priorities 

• Design and implement a monitoring program to more precisely assess population size, 
distribution, population structure, recruitment and the relative impacts of threatening 
processes by monitoring weed invasion and herbivore levels.  

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

• Undertake survey work in suitable habitat and potential habitat to locate any additional 
populations/occurrences/remnants. 

Information and research priorities  

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

• Undertake research to identify stimuli for recruitment and regeneration.  

• Identify the effect of disturbance regimes on the subspecies, in particular the effect of 
varying fire frequency and intensity.  

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