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Conservation Advice 

Prasophyllum pulchellum 
pretty leek-orchid 

Conservation Status 
Prasophyllum pulchellum (pretty leek-orchid) is listed as Critically Endangered under the 
Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cwlth) (EPBC Act). The main 
factors that are the cause of the species being eligible for listing in the Critically Endangered 
category are its very restricted geographic distribution is precarious for its survival due to its very 
restricted area of occupancy, its fragmentation and very low number of mature individuals 
(TSSC 2001). 

Prasophyllum pulchellum (pretty leek-orchid) is listed as Endangered under the Threatened 
Species Protection Act 1995 (Tasmania). 

Description 
The pretty leek-orchid belongs to a group of orchids commonly known as leek orchids because 
the erect hollow leaf has some resemblance to that of a leek. Prasophyllum species are 
herbaceous terrestrials with small, fleshy, round or oval tubers and a few fleshy, irregular roots. 
Most species are dormant over summer and autumn and begin growth in early winter. The 
single leaf is reddish at the base as opposed to green as in onion orchids (Microtis species). The 
flower spike emerges through the side of the leaf above the middle, with the portion of leaf 
above the point of emergence being free and often withered by the time the flowers open. The 
flower spike bears many flowers that are held upside-down and are often fragrant. The labellum 
(lower petal) often has prominent wavy or frilly margins (TSU 2000). 

The leaf of the pretty leek-orchid is mid-green with a purplish red base, the free part about 
10 cm long. When in flower the plants are 12–30 cm tall, with 3–12 flowers in a narrow, loose 
spike 4–12 cm long. The ovary is green. The flowers are slightly fragrant and 5.5–7 mm long by 
5.5–7 mm wide. Petals and sepals are light reddish-brown, with pale margins on the petals, and 
a cream to whitish labellum. The flowers do not open widely. The lateral sepals are not joined. 
The tips of sepals are warty, and the labellum is crinkled along the edges (TSU 2000; Jones 
2006). 

The pretty leek-orchid can be distinguished from Prasophyllum truncatum by its flower colour, 
and less abruptly recurved labellum (TSU 2000). 

Distribution 
The pretty leek-orchid is known from widely scattered localities in the north and south of 
Tasmania (TSU 2000). The species is difficult to locate in its habitat, and therefore may be more 
widespread than known (Jones 1998; Jones et al. 1999). Populations of the pretty leek-orchid 
occupy an area less than 2 km2 (TSU 2000). The pretty leek-orchid was located at six sites 
between 1961 and 1998 (TSU 2000; TSS 2006) with an estimated total population of 
130 mature individuals (TSU 2000). 

The species is reserved in Labillardiere Peninsula, South Bruny National Park; Ida Bay, Ida Bay 
State Reserve; and the road to Bluff Hill Point, Arthur-Pieman Conservation Area (Jones et al. 
1999; TSU 2000). It also occurs on private land at Deephole Bay, Southport Lagoon; and near 
Squeaking Point, Port Sorell. A population last seen on Tasman Peninsula in 1961 is possibly 
extinct (TSU 2000). 
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The flowering of many leek orchids is strongly dependent on hot summer fires or other 
disturbance, with large numbers of flowering plants often being produced a year later but few or 
none in subsequent years. It is therefore difficult to estimate the numbers of plants in 
populations and finding populations is often a matter of locating post-fire sites. The five known 
populations were all discovered since 1994. Searches have failed to locate additional 
populations in apparently suitable habitat in the wider area surrounding the known colonies. 
However, the wide distribution of the species raises the possibility that some new populations 
will be found in the future (TSU 2000). 

Relevant Biology/Ecology 
The pretty leek-orchid grows in low heath which becomes extremely dense in years following 
fire. Plants have been found among rushes and sedges on gentle slopes just above colonies of 
stunted Melaleuca squarrosa. Soils are moist to wet sandy loams or peaty loams (Jones et al. 
1999). The species grows around 20 m above sea level (Jones 1998). 

Flowering occurs from late October to November (Jones 1998). Flowering is almost certainly 
stimulated by fire, and reproduction is solely from seed (Jones 2001, pers. comm.). Flowers 
produce copious amounts of nectar, and are pollinated by native bees, wasps, and beetles (TSU 
2000). 

Threat 
Table 1 – Threats 

Threat factor Threat 
type 

Threat 
status 

Evidence base 

Habitat loss, disturbance and modifications 

Urban 
development 

known current The site on private land at Squeaking Point is in 
a rural/residential area being subdivided for 
residential occupation. It is on a block of 
sedgy/scrubby swamp land recently used for 
cattle and horses. It is one of the last remnants 
of a historically widespread habitat in this area, 
now heavily modified by cropping and housing. 
It is surrounded by roads and occupied land and 
this population of pretty leek-orchid is likely to be 
lost (TSU 2000). 

Population 
loss through 
local 
disturbance 
events 

potential future The pretty leek-orchid has a very scattered 
distribution, with colonies containing low 
numbers of plants in very small patches and a 
demonstrated absence of the species in large 
areas of identical habitat nearby. This makes 
loss of an entire population due to local 
disturbances (i.e. trampling and other physical 
disturbance, natural events, and other sudden 
changes in conditions) a realistic threat (TSU 
2000). 

Fire 

Fire 
frequency 

known current The pretty leek-orchid is threatened by 
infrequent fire events. It requires fire to stimulate 
emergence and flowering (TSU 2000). 
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Conservation Actions 

Conservation and Management priorities 
Habitat loss disturbance and modifications 

o Prevent habitat disturbance. Control access routes by installing and locking gates to 
suitably constrain vehicle access to known sites on public land and manage access on 
private land. 

o Pursue management options with landowners/managers to protect populations of pretty 
leek orchid against possible changes in land use that would be detrimental to the 
species 

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

Fire 

o Maintain an appropriate burning regime to allow plants to emerge, flower and disperse 
seed, including burning habitat if it becomes overgrown (note caveats below) 

o Implement an appropriate fire management regime for protecting key habitat that 
includes buffers to prevent wildfire or managed fire from impacting the habitat, unless 
prescribed fire is being used following sound scientific evidence of the critical need for 
such a prescribed fire. 

o Critically, any use of prescribed or experimental fires must be very well justified, and is 
typically an action of last resort. There must be a carefully planned weed management 
strategy and demonstrated funding to ensure post-fire monitoring and control actions 
occur (e.g. weed control based on sound scientific evidence).  Burning should occur 
outside the period of active growth of the orchid. 

o Provide maps of known occurrences 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. 

Breeding, propagation and other exsitu recovery action 

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

Stakeholder Engagement 

o Continue to liaise with public land managers and private landowners to consider some form 
of long-term protection e.g. private nature reserve, management agreement, conservation 
covenant, etc. 

o Prepare a management strategy with input from local experts. 

Survey and Monitoring priorities 

• Undertake survey work, in late October and November when plants are in flower, in suitable 
habitat and potential habitat to locate any additional populations/occurrences/remnants. 

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

Information and research priorities  

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



 

Prasophyllum pulchellum (pretty leek-orchid) Conservation Advice 
Page 4 of 5 

• Fire trials should only be undertaken as a last resort when all other means of regeneration of 
the species has been investigated and, in addition, all weed management and fire impacts 
including the timing of fire impacts are fully understood. 

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

• Implement an annual census to monitor emergence and resprouting success. 
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