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Conservation Advice 

Conostylis micrantha 
small flowered conostylis 

Conservation Status 
Conostylis micrantha (small flowered conostylis) is listed as Endangered under the Environment 
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cwlth) (EPBC Act). The species 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 that are the cause of the species being eligible for listing in the Endangered 
category are the effects of wide scale land clearing which has resulted in the loss of most areas 
of suitable habitat (Stack & Chant 2005). The remaining 10 known populations are small and 
threatened by low levels of weed invasion and grazing by rabbits (Stack & Chant 2005). 

Description 
Small flowered conostylis is a small, tufted perennial herb to 30 cm in diameter with yellow-
cream flowers that turn a brick red colour with age. The leaves are 13 to 24 cm long and circular 
in cross-section, with a few spreading, white hairs 3 to 9 mm long on the lower margins. The 
flowers are held on stems 5 to 13 cm long, with a hairy papery bract 3 to 8 mm long halfway up 
the stem (Hopper et al., 1987). The tubular flower is 5 to 7.5 mm long, and divides into six lobes 
that are cream inside and golden yellow outside (Brown et al., 1998). 
 
The species is related to C. teretifolia, which is common in the northern heaths from Moore 
River north to Arrowsmith River (Holland et al., 1996). Small flowered conostylis differs from C. 
teretifolia in having longer leaf hairs that are confined to the base of the leaf. It also flowers 
earlier and its smaller flowers (the smallest in the genus) are arranged in a forked, flattened, 
many flowered head rather than a few-flowered simple head as in C. teretifolia (Hopper et al., 
1987). 

Distribution  
Small flowered conostylis is endemic to Western Australia and occurs in an area north east of 
Dongara, over a range of approximately 35 km. A total of 310 plants are known from ten 
populations, which occur on Shire road reserves, rail reserves and nature reserves. It is found 
on white or grey sand in low heath, and is quite inconspicuous when not in flower. Associated 
species include Allocasuarina humilis (dwarf sheoak), Hakea trifurcate (two-leaf Hakea), 
Hibbertia hypericoides (Yellow Buttercups) and Banksia fraseri.  

Relevant Biology/Ecology 
The genus Conostylis contains 45 species, all of which are endemic to the south-west of 
Western Australia. A number of species are grown as ornamentals and small flowered 
conostylis has the potential to be of horticultural significance. 
 
The genus Conostylis is comprised of a mixture of insect and bird-pollinated species (Hopper et 
al., 1987). The pollinators of small flowered conostylis are as yet unknown. 
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Small flowered conostylis was present in an area burnt 2-3 years previously, and this suggests 
that it regenerates successfully after fire. It is likely that it regenerates from subterranean 
regenerative buds emerging from horizontal rhizomes (Gill 1981) and that soil-stored seed 
germinates following summer fire, as in other species of Conostylis. The supposition that 
germination is stimulated by fire is supported by the results of germination trials conducted at 
the Botanic Garden and Parks Authority (BGPA), which indicated that there was no germination 
without treatment, and 65 percent germination with smoke treatment (Bob Elkins personal 
communication in Stack & Chant 2005). 

Threats 

• Edge effects impact on all six populations restricted to narrow road and rail reserves, with 
their high perimeter to area ratios. Edge effects of most significance result from 
management practices on adjacent land (Lynch 1987; Saunders et al., 1987; Taylor 1987). 
Effects include the proximity of a weed seed source, increased wind speed, fertiliser and 
herbicide spray drift and runoff, modified hydrology, and altered disturbance regimes, 
including fire. The fragmentation of the corridors, combined with edge effects, results in the 
vegetation being subject to high levels of stress and periodic acute disturbances. 

 
• Weed invasion is advanced in all road verge populations as a result of edge effects such as 

increased nutrient levels (fertiliser runoff, rabbit droppings) and soil disturbance (rabbits, 
earthworks). Species include Avena fatua (wild oats), Ehrharta longiflora (annual veldt 
grass), Arctotheca calendula (cape weed), Brassica tournefortii (wild turnip), and other 
introduced annual grass species. Small flowered conostylis is both directly and indirectly 
affected by weeds due to: 

• direct competition, inhibiting the growth of small flowered conostylis  and displacing 
it where it once grew, 

• a decrease in the diversity of the habitat of small flowered conostylis, 
• altered nutrient cycling, 
• altered soil acidity, and 
• increased fire hazard due to easy ignition of the high fuel loads that are produced 

annually, and the formation of a continuous fuel bed permitting a fire to spread 
quickly. 

 
• Road, rail and firebreak maintenance threatens all road and rail reserve populations, and 

firebreak maintenance could affect most of the Nature Reserve populations. Threats include 
grading, chemical spraying, and construction of drainage channels and the mowing of 
roadside vegetation. Several of these activities also encourage weed invasion.  
 

• Rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus) have a high level of impact on all road verge populations. 
Rabbits do not appear to graze adult plants except in very dry seasons. However, the very 
sandy soils of small flowered conostylis habitat are subject to extensive digging, sometimes 
to the point of causing subsidence. Rabbits also encourage weed invasion through 
disturbing soil, adding nutrients to soil, and introducing weed seeds. 
 

• Fire frequency during the reproductive phase of small flowered conostylis (i.e. flowering, 
pollination, seed growth and seed dispersal) may result in low/nil seedling recruitment. High 
fire frequency may also lead to the degradation of the habitat of small flowered conostylis 
due to a depletion of soil seed banks and a temporary increase in the availability of nutrients 
for weed establishment (Panetta & Hopkins 1991). However, appropriate irregular summer 
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fire may be an important part of the life cycle of this species and be necessary for 
regeneration. 
 

• Clearing for oil drilling is a potential threat to one population, as an oil company has 
operations on the adjacent private property. Access tracks link the drill sites to the road 
verge near small flowered conostylis plants. Vehicles departing from those tracks could 
cause direct damage and also indirect habitat degradation such as soil compaction, changes 
to drainage and destruction of associated vegetation. 

Conservation Actions 

Conservation and Management priorities 
Habitat loss disturbance and modifications 

• Ensure land managers are aware of the species’ occurrence and provide protection 
measures against clearance as well as key and potential threats. 

Invasive species  
• Implement rabbit control when necessary. The level of threat posed by rabbits varies 

from year to year with climatic conditions and rabbit numbers. When monitoring indicates 
the rabbit numbers are high, control rabbit numbers  

• Implement weed control. Where weeds are posing a threat to populations of small 
flowered conostylis, undertake weed control in consultation with land managers.  

Fire 
• Develop and implement a fire management strategy. It is thought likely that this species 

requires occasional hot summer fire (December- April) for recruitment from soil stored 
seed, but frequent fires during the flowering and seeding phase (July- October) may 
prevent the accumulation of sufficient soil-stored seed for the next wave of recruitment to 
occur. Fire also promotes the introduction and proliferation of weed species. Fire should 
therefore be prevented from occurring in the area of populations, except where it is being 
used experimentally as a recovery tool. A fire management strategy that defines fire 
control measures and fire frequency should be developed in consultation with land 
managers, for populations for which there is not yet a strategy in place. 

• Critically, any use of prescribed or experimental fires must be very well justified, and is 
typically an action of last resort. It must have a carefully planned weed management 
strategy and demonstrated funding to ensure post-fire monitoring and control actions 
occur (eg weed control based on sound scientific evidence). 

• Ensure that prescribed burns do not occur during the flowering period May to June. 
Noting that late autumn, winter and spring ignitions will have a highly detrimental effect 
upon the long-term viability and sustainability of the small flowered conostylis and is 
likely to have a deleterious impact on other native species that provide the natural 
community context for the splendid wattle. 

• 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/or 
operation maps.  

Collect Seed 
• Seed is important as a genetic resource, ready for use in translocations and as an ex situ 

genetic ‘blueprint’ of the species. The germplasm stored should include seed and tissue 
culture material. Several clones of small flowered conostylis already exist in tissue 
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culture. Some seed has been collected, but additional collections are required from all 
populations to maintain adequate representation of the genetic diversity of this species. 

Survey and Monitoring priorities 

• Monitor populations. Annual monitoring of factors such as habitat degradation (including 
weed invasion, salinity and plant diseases such as Phytophthora cinnamomi), population 
stability (expansion or decline), pollination activity, seed production, recruitment, 
longevity and predation is essential. Populations burnt in fires should be monitored for 
regeneration, and data recorded to improve knowledge of the biology of this species. 

• Conduct further field surveys. Community volunteers should will be encouraged to be 
involved with further surveys to be conducted during the flowering period of the species 
(July-August) under the supervision of WA Department of Parks and Wildlife staff 

Information and research priorities  

• Map habitat critical to the survival of the species. Although habitat is described above the 
areas as described have not yet been mapped. If any additional populations are located, 
then critical habitat should also be determined and mapped for these locations.  
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