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Conservation Advice 

Genoplesium plumosum 

Tallong midge orchid 

Conservation Status 

Genoplesium plumosum (Tallong midge orchid) is listed as Endangered under the Environment 
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cwlth) (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).  

This species is also listed as Critically Endangered under the NSW Threatened Species 
Conservation Act 1995. 

The main factors that are the cause of the species being eligible for listing in the Endangered 
category are its very restricted area of occupancy, its low population size and the impact of a 
number of potential and actual threats including land clearance, grazing, and inappropriate fire 
regimes. 

Description 

The Tallong midge orchid produces a single flowering stem which grows 10-20 cm tall and bears 
1-8 small flowers clustered at the top of the stem (NSW NPWS 2002). The flowers are 
approximately 8 mm across, and are green with purple stripes and a reddish purple tongue 
(labellum). The almost leafless stems of the Tallong midge orchid are very thin, and are 
superficially like the stem of a small sedge. Each stem produces a single leaf that is reduced to 
a stem-clasping bract-like structure located near the base of the flower cluster. The species is 
difficult to detect except when flowering (Jones 1988). 

Distribution 

The Tallong midge orchid is known from two locations. One location is within the town of Tallong 
in NSW and the immediate area surrounding the town; and the other location is in Morton 
National Park, south-east of the town of Wingello in NSW. At Tallong, the species’ range 
extends to less than two kilometres north and east of the town centre (NSWOEH 2012) and 
includes private land, Crown and State Recreation Area (SRA) owned land. The Morton National 
Park locality of the Tallong midge orchid was discovered in 2001 and is less than 0.2 hectares in 
area. At 2001 this site contained 10 flowering plants. Subsequent surveys have failed to locate 
any plants at this locality (NSWOEH 2012). In 2001, the species’ total population, at all known 
sites, was estimated to be 293 individuals (NSW NPWS 2002). 

Relevant Biology/Ecology 

The species occurs in areas with very shallow soils overlying flat to gently sloping sheets of 
sandstone. The vegetation is low scrub/heath dominated by Kunzea parvifolia (violet kunzea), 
Calytrix tetragona (common fringe-myrtle) and Dillwynia sp. (‘eggs and bacon’ pea). The habitat 
is surrounded by Eucalyptus mannifera (brittle gum) and Eucalyptus rossii (scribbly gum) low 
woodland, with Eucalyptus cinerea (argyle apple) present at some sites (NSW NPWS 2002). 

Little is known about the biology of the Tallong midge orchid (NSW NPWS 2002). Generally, 
midge orchids die back after flowering and fruiting and exist as a dormant tuber. Initial 
observations of the Tallong midge orchid suggested the species flowers for 4 – 6 weeks 
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following good autumn rains. Individuals produce a single erect stem, and a flower spike 
emerges through a leaf near the apex of the stem (Jones 1988). However, flowering behaviour 
is now known to vary. Midge orchids will not necessarily flower every year and all the factors 
that affect flowering are not currently known (NSW NPWS 2002). The proportion of the Tallong 
midge orchid population that will flower in any individual year is not known and varies from year 
to year. Successful flowering and reproduction are likely to be dependent on favourable weather 
conditions. The pollination biology of the Tallong midge orchid is not known (NSW NPWS 2002). 
Most midge orchid are pollinated by vinegar flies, although some are self-pollinating (Jones 
1988). 

Almost nothing is known about the age structure of plants in the population, the longevity of 
individuals, nor the time required for seedlings to reach a reproductive stage. Until the results of 
several years of detailed monitoring are available it will not be possible to know what the true 
total population at each site might be. This cannot be determined until the proportion of plants 
flowering in each year over several years is known (NSW NPWS 2002). 

Most of the areas where this species occurs have patches of exposed sandstone rock and 
support stunted woodland with an open-heath understorey with much bare ground present. 
Such sites would not be prone to frequent fire, however they may burn occasionally. There is no 
specific information on the response of the Tallong midge orchid to fire. Occasional fires may 
assist the species by opening up the ground cover and reducing competition for light, however 
fire could also kill the orchid tubers if they occur during the cooler months during the orchid’s 
growth season (NSW NPWS 2002). 

Threats 

The Tallong midge orchid is at risk from a combination of threats across its range. Risk posed by 
each of these threats may vary depending on geographical, environmental, biological and 
sociological factors. 

Table 1 – Threats impacting the Tallong midge orchid in approximate order of severity of risk, 
based on available evidence. 

Threat factor Threat 
type and 
status 

Evidence base 

Habitat loss and fragmentation 

Land 
clearance for 
urban and 
rural 
development 

suspected 
past and 
current 

As the species can be difficult to survey (NSWOEH 2012) and 
the largest populations of this species are located within the 
Tallong Park Housing Estate, the Tallong Recreation Reserve 
and on State Recration Area land, future land clearance for 
urban and rural development is a suspected threat to the 
species (NSW NPWS 2002, NSWOEH 2012). 

Land clearance for urban and rural development is also likely 
to have impacted on the species in the past. However, most of 
the species’ known sites were discovered in 1999 and it is 
difficult to determine how many sites around Tallong were lost 
to urban development, road construction and farming prior to 
their discovery (NSW NPWS 2002). 

Road 
maintenance 
and 
construction 
and vehicle 
damage 

suspected 
current 

A number of populations of the Tallong midge orchid occur on 
roadsides. As such, road maintenance and construction is a 
suspected current threat to the species (NSW NPWS 2002, 
NSWOEH 2012). Damage to plants by vehicles, including 
recreational vehicles, is a suspected threat (OEHDEC 2012).  
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Grazing 

Grazing by 
native and 
introduced 
herbivores 

known 
current 

During autumn 1999 it was observed that a large proportion of 
the fruiting stems of the Tallong midge orchid had been eaten, 
presumably by native herbivores, but possibly also by rabbits 
(Oryctolagus cuniculus). Monitoring data collected in 2002 
confirmed a high level of predation, with 26% of all plants (both 
flowering and in leaf) found to be browsed. If this browsing 
occurs every year then it is likely to result in a substantial 
reduction in the amount of seed being produced compared to 
that otherwise expected (NSW NPWS 2002). 

Fire  

Burning 
during 
flowering 
season 

suspected 
current 

Fire could kill the orchid tubers and destroy the mossy ground 
cover which might be important to the survival of the species. 
Fire may have a greater impact on the Tallong midge orchid if 
the habitat is burnt whilst the species is flowering or in fruit. 
Such a fire event would destroy the reproductive effort for that 
year and perhaps weaken the tubers by reducing the 
photosynthetic period for the growing season, possibly also 
resulting in reduced flowering the following season (NSW 
NPWS 2002). 

Conservation Actions 

Conservation and Management priorities 

Habitat loss disturbance and modifications 

o Ensure land managers are aware of the species’ occurrence and provide protection 
measures against key and potential threats. 

o Ensure development and infrastructure disturbance in areas where the Tallong midge 
orchid occurs does not adversely impact known populations. 

o Advise local councils and the Roads and Traffic Authority (RTA) of any Tallong midge 
orchid sites occurring on roadsides owned/managed by these agencies and provide 
advice on the appropriate management of these sites. Erect signs along all sections of 
roadside vegetation that contain the Tallong midge orchid to identify the vegetation as 
significant and instruct that work should not to be undertaken within the vegetation 
without formal approval. 

Grazing 

o Use exclusion fencing or other barriers during the flowering season to restrict grazing 
by native and introduced herbivores at known populations. 

o Control rabbits using appropriate methods in accordance with the ‘Threat abatement 
plan for competition and land degradation by rabbits’ (refer to DEWHA 2008), which 
may include undertaking a range of control techniques (for example, poisoning and 
warren destruction). 

Fire 

o Fires must be managed to ensure that prevailing fire regimes do not disrupt the life 
cycle of the Tallong midge orchid, that they support rather than degrade the habitat 
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necessary for the species, that they do not promote invasion of exotic species, and that 
they do not increase impacts of grazing. 

o Ensure that prescribed fires occur during the dormant phase of the Tallong midge 
orchids’ life cycle and that appropriate weed management and fire protection measures 
are in place.  

o Physical damage to the habitat and individuals of the Tallong midge orchid must be 
avoided during and after fire operations. Fire management authorities and land 
management agencies should use suitable maps and install field markers to avoid 
damage to the species. 

Stakeholder Engagement 

o Prepare a pamphlet describing the species and its management. Distribute this 
pamphlet to all landholders with populations of the species on their property and to 
other interested parties. 

o Provide opportunities for landowners to be involved in conservation efforts for this 
species. Involve local community members in detecting when the species begins 
flowering, and encourage their participation in survey and monitoring work. 

o Encourage the inclusion of the conservation of the Tallong midge orchid in the 
curriculum at local education institutions, such as the Tallong Campus of Santa Sabina 
College. Use this species as a case study to teach students about issues relating to the 
conservation of threatened species in the local area. 

o Investigate formal conservation arrangements, management agreements and 
covenants on private land with known occurrences. 

Survey and Monitoring priorities 

• Undertake counts of flowering plants within known populations to more accurately 
determine the size and geographic range of known populations. 

• Monitor known sites to increase the ecological knowledge of the species and establish 
the extent of year to year variation in the size of the observable population. Intensively 
monitor some sites to determine the conditions which induce flowering and the proportion 
of the population that flowers each year, and through this obtain an estimate of the total 
population size.  

• Undertake surveys in additional sites of potential habitat to locate additional populations 
and determine the limits of the species’ range. To be confident about the presence or 
absence of the Tallong midge orchid on a site of potential habitat it is essential to 
undertake the survey at the correct time of year, and as such, surveys should be 
conducted in seasons when recorded populations are known to have many individuals 
flowering. An assessment of ecological requirements and any threats operating at any 
new populations should be made during this process. 

• Precise fire history records must be kept for the habitat and extant populations of the 
Tallong midge orchid. 

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

Information and research priorities 

• Assess the impact of browsing through a monitoring program. Should the monitoring 
program reveal that browsing is a common occurrence, undertake an investigation of 
recruitment and mortality rates under browsed and unbrowsed conditions. 

• Improve understanding of the mechanisms of response to different fire regimes and 
identify appropriate fire regimes for conservation of the Tallong midge orchid by 
undertaking appropriately designed experiments in the field and/or laboratory. 

• Where appropriate, use understanding and research on fire responses among related 
(e.g. congeneric) or functionally similar species to develop fire management strategies for 
conservation. 

• Identify optimal fire regimes for regeneration (vegetative regrowth and/or seed 
germination), and response to other prevailing fire regimes. 
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