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Conservation Advice 

Polystichum moorei  

Rock Shield Fern 

Taxonomy 

Conventionally accepted as Polystichum moorei H. Christ (family Dryopteridaceae) 

Summary of assessment 
 
Conservation status  

Endangered: Criterion 4(b) 

 
Species can be listed as threatened under state and territory legislation. For information on the 
listing status of this species under relevant state or territory legislation, see 
http://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/sprat/public/sprat.pl  
 
Reason for conservation assessment by the Threatened Species Scientific Committee 

This advice follows assessment of information provided by New South Wales as part of the 
process to systematically reviewing species that are inconsistently listed under the EPBC Act 
and relevant New South Wales legislation. 
 
 
Public Consultation 

Notice of the proposed amendment and a consultation document was made available for public 
comment for 35 business days between 27 November 2014 and 15 January 2015. Any 
comments received that were relevant to the survival of the species were considered by the 
Committee as part of the assessment process. 
 
Species/Sub-species Information 
 
Description 
A terrestrial or lithophytic fern. Rhizome short; scales dense, lanceolate, to 2 cm long, 2–5 mm 
broad, long-acute, brown. Fronds 3-pinnate or 2-pinnatisect; stipe 2–12 cm long; scales on stipe 
numerous, similar to those on rhizome, to 1.5 cm long, especially dense towards base; rachis 
with scattered, linear-lanceolate, brown scales to 1 cm long, especially towards base, and 
minute glandular hairs; lamina lanceolate in outline, 10–25 cm long, 7–14 cm broad; pinnules 
obliquely ovate, 0.5–2 cm long, with apices obtuse, bluntly serrate; veins not visible above. Sori 
more or less dome-shaped, 1.5–2 mm diam., glandular; indusia orbicular. 

Distribution  

The entire population occurs within the southern part of Lord Howe Island, however the species 
ranges across two disjunct habitats, namely calcarenite boulders on the coastal fringe and 
ledges on the southern mountains. Both extent of occurrence and area of occupancy are 
estimated at <4 km2 using a 2 x 2 km grid (as per IUCN guidelines). 

  

http://www.environment.gov.au/cgi-bin/sprat/public/sprat.pl
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Relevant Biology/Ecology 

The species is largely restricted to a particular habitat, i.e. overhanging caves on basalt cliffs in 
the southern mountains. There is one additional site in an overhang of coral derived 
sedimentary rock known as calcarenite. 

Polystichum moorei tends to die back in dry seasons, and the rhizome retreats to within 
crevasses in the rock faces. 

Hutton (2001) recorded just 29 individual mature plants and 23 juvenile plants. Lord Howe Island 
Board (2008) recorded a total of 81 plants in the same area. This number includes mature, 
immature and dried or senesced plants. Population estimates were derived through survey and 
relocating known sites and used reliable techniques such as plots, transects and habitat 
searches to estimate population size. Further plants are likely to occupy ledges on the Lidgbird 
Tableland cliff face, but based on potential habitat, this is likely to be less than 50 additional 
plants. 
 
Threats 

Weeds are not known at any sites currently. Major weeds in similar habitat are Ageratina 
adenophora (Crofton weed), Pennisetum clandestinum (kikuyu grass), Bidens pilosa, Solanum 
nigrum and Lilium formosum (Tiger Lily). An assessment of the general threat caused by 
Crofton, Tiger Lily and Kikuyu is summarised from Hutton & Le Cussan (2001): 

Crofton Weed is currently the most widespread and potentially serious weed of the southern 
mountains.  It grows in disturbed areas, moist sunny gullies and unstable steep slopes (>20%).  
It has infested many landslips on the mountains, and in some areas, forms monospecific, almost 
impenetrable stands over two metres in height. The mountain area undergoes periodic natural 
disturbance, so Crofton weed has the potential to invade many mountain slope areas over time. 
Available resources are unable to adequately manage current infestations.  

Tiger Lily infestations have increased dramatically over the past 10 years.  It colonises a wide 
variety of habitats on Lord Howe Island, including cliffs and cliff ledges.    

Kikuyu grass is a major weed in coastal NSW. Kikuyu was planted in several areas in the 
southern mountains to stabilise walking tracks. It is spreading well beyond these locations. It 
poses a potential threat, as its dense habit would compete with other plants. 

Ground Asparagus (Asparagus aethiopicus) is a potential major future threat to the species. 
Currently Ground Asparagus is widespread in the north of the island in extensive infestations in 
some areas such as Transit Hill. Some large plants occur on Intermediate Hill, and the weed 
may soon spread into the southern mountains (it is dispersed by birds and possibly rats). Island 
resources have not been able to keep pace with its spread and growth.   

Climate change and associated impacts (e.g. more frequent and intense storms, sea level rise, 
lower precipitation and higher temperatures) are likely to impact upon persistence and 
recruitment of the species. Sea level rise and more intense storms will impact the low elevation 
sites whereas decreased precipitation, particularly through a potential lifting of the cloud layer, 
and higher temperatures, are more likely to adversely impact the high elevation sites. 
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How judged by the Committee in relation to the EPBC Act Criteria and Regulations 
 

Criterion 1. Population size reduction (reduction in total numbers) 
Population reduction (measured over the longer of 10 years or 3 generations) based on any of A1 to 
A4 

 Critically Endangered 
Very severe reduction 

Endangered 
Severe reduction 

Vulnerable 
Substantial reduction 

A1 ≥ 90% ≥ 70% ≥ 50% 

A2, A3, A4 ≥ 80% ≥ 50% ≥ 30% 

A1 Population reduction observed, estimated, inferred or 
suspected in the past and the causes of the reduction 
are clearly reversible AND understood AND ceased. 

A2 Population reduction observed, estimated, inferred 
or suspected in the past where the causes of the 
reduction may not have ceased OR may not be 
understood OR may not be reversible. 

A3 Population reduction, projected or suspected to be 
met in the future (up to a maximum of 100 years) [(a) 
cannot be used for A3] 

A4 An observed, estimated, inferred, projected or 
suspected population reduction where the time period 
must include both the past and the future (up to a 
max. of 100 years in future), and where the causes of 
reduction may not have ceased OR may not be 
understood OR may not be reversible. 

 
(a) direct observation [except A3] 

(b) an index of abundance appropriate to 
the taxon 

(c) a decline in area of occupancy, 
extent of occurrence and/or quality of 
habitat 

(d) actual or potential levels of 
exploitation 

(e) the effects of introduced taxa, 
hybridization, pathogens, pollutants, 
competitors or parasites 

 
Evidence: 
 
Insufficient data to determine eligibility  

The Committee considers that there is insufficient information to determine the eligibility of the 
species for listing in any category under this criterion.  

Criterion 2. Geographic distribution is precarious for either extent of occurrence 
AND/OR area of occupancy 

 Critically Endangered 
Very restricted 

Endangered 
Restricted 

Vulnerable 
Limited 

B1. Extent of occurrence (EOO) < 100 km
2
 < 5,000 km

2
 < 20,000 km

2
 

B2. Area of occupancy (AOO) < 10 km
2
 < 500 km

2
 < 2,000 km

2
 

AND at least 2 of the following 3 conditions: 

(a) Severely fragmented OR Number of 
locations 

= 1 ≤ 5 ≤ 10 

(b) Continuing decline observed, estimated, inferred or projected in any of: (i) extent of occurrence; (ii) area of 
occupancy; (iii) area, extent and/or quality of habitat; (iv) number of locations or subpopulations; (v) number of 
mature individuals 

(c) Extreme fluctuations in any of: (i) extent of occurrence; (ii) area of occupancy; (iii) number of locations or 
subpopulations; (number of mature individuals 

 
Evidence: 
 
Insufficient data to determine eligibility  

 Both extent of occurrence and area of occupancy are estimated at <8 km2 using a 2 x 2 km grid 
(as per IUCN guidelines) and thus are very restricted. 

based on 
any of the 
following: 
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The species exists at a single location but while a decline may occur in the future due to weed 
invasion, this has yet to occur and thus a decline cannot be inferred or projected with confidence 
at this time.  

The Committee considers that there is insufficient information to determine the eligibility of the 
species for listing in any category under this criterion. 

Criterion 3. Small population size and decline 

 Critically 
Endangered 

Very low 

Endangered 
Low 

Vulnerable 
Limited 

Estimated number of mature individuals < 250 < 2,500  < 10,000  

AND either (C1) or (C2) is true    

C1 An observed, estimated or projected 
continuing decline of at least (up to a 
max. of 100 years in future 

Very high rate 
25% in 3 years or 1 

generation 
(whichever is longer) 

High rate 
20% in 3 years or 1 

generation 
(whichever is 

longer) 

Substantial rate 
10% in 10 years or 3 

generations 
(whichever is longer) 

C2 An observed, estimated, projected or 
inferred continuing decline AND its 
geographic distribution is precarious 
for its survival based on at least 1 of 
the following 3 conditions: 

   

(a) 

(i) Number of mature individuals in 
each subpopulation  

≤ 50 ≤ 250 ≤ 1,000 

(ii)  % of mature individuals in one 
subpopulation = 

90 – 100% 95 – 100% 100% 

(b) Extreme fluctuations in the number of 
mature individuals 

   

 
Evidence: 
 
Insufficient data to determine eligibility  

The number of mature plants is estimated to be less than 250 individuals, which is very low.  

The species exists at a single location but while a decline may occur in the future due to weed 
invasion, this has yet to occur and thus a decline cannot be inferred or projected with confidence 
at this time. 

The Committee considers that there is insufficient information to determine the eligibility of the 
species for listing in any category under this criterion. 

 Criterion 4. Very small population  

 Critically Endangered 
Extremely low 

Endangered 
Very Low 

Vulnerable 
Low 

Number of mature individuals < 50 < 250 < 1,000 

 
Evidence: 
 
Eligible under Criterion 4 for listing as Endangered 

There are estimated to be less than 250, but more than 50, mature plants of this species, which 
is very low.  
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Criterion 5. Quantitative Analysis  

 Critically Endangered 
Immediate future 

Endangered 
Near future 

Vulnerable 
Medium-term future 

Indicating the probability of extinction in 
the wild to be:  

≥ 50% in 10 years or 3 
generations, 

whichever is longer 
(100 years max.) 

≥ 20% in 20 years or 
5 generations, 

whichever is longer 
(100 years max.) 

≥ 10% in 100 years  

 
Evidence: 

Insufficient data to determine eligibility 

Population viability analysis has not been undertaken 
 

Conservation Actions 
 
Recovery Plan 

A recovery plan is not recommended for this species. The species requires site-based 
management and a plan to put this into effect has been developed by the New South Wales 
Office of Environment and Heritage under its Saving our Species program. 

Primary Conservation Objectives 

Maintain a stable population within each existing site. 
  
1. Maintain the number and size of wild populations 
2. Prevent the invasion or encroachment of weeds into the species’ habitat. 
3. Understand and ameliorate the effects of climate change on the species. 
 

Conservation and Management Actions 

1. Manage sites to identify, control and reduce the spread of invasive species 

2. Monitor the the effectiveness of management actions and the need to adapt them if 
necessary. 

Monitoring priorities 

1. Design and implement a monitoring program or, if appropriate, support and enhance existing 
programs  

2. More precisely assess population size, distribution, ecological requirements and the relative 
impacts of threatening processes  

 

Information and research priorities 

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

 

Recommendations 

(i) The Committee recommends that the list referred to in section 178 of the EPBC Act be 
amended by including in the list in the Critically Endangered category: 

Polystichum moorei 
 
 (ii) The Committee recommends that there should not be a recovery plan for this species. 
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