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The Minister’s delegate approved this Conservation Advice on 01/04/2016. Following a taxonomic revision, the name 

in the EPBC Act list of threatened species was updated to Corunastylis firthii, effective on: 05/05/2016. 
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Conservation Advice 

Genoplesium firthii 
Firth’s midge-orchid 

Conservation Status 
Genoplesium firthii (Firth’s midge-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 that its geographic distribution is precarious for its survival due to its very restricted 
extent of occurrence and area of occupancy, very small number of locations, observed decline 
and very low number of mature individuals (TSSC 2001). 

Genoplesium firthii (Firth’s midge-orchid) is listed as Endangered, under the name of 
Corunastylis firthii, under the Tasmanian Threatened Species Protection Act 1995. 

Description 
Firth’s midge orchid belongs to a group of orchids commonly known as midge orchids because 
of their insect-like appearance. Most midge-orchid species are deciduous terrestrial orchids with 
a round, fleshy tuber partly enclosed by a persistent fibrous sheath, and a single thin cylindrical 
leaf. The leaf is solid in the basal part, with a short free apical part, and is inseparable from the 
stalk supporting the inflorescence as they are fused and emerge from the soil together. The 
upside-down flowers are crowded in a dense terminal spike (TSS 2011). 

The leaf of Firth’s midge orchid is green and very slender, closely sheathing and ending well 
below the flower spike. It is 50–80 mm long, the free part 5–10 mm long. When in flower, the 
plants are 8 –10 cm tall ending in an uncrowded spike 10–15 mm long with 1–6 flowers. The 
flowers are about 3 mm wide, nodding, not widely open and are yellowish-green or red and 
yellowish with a red labellum (lower petal). The dorsal sepal is hooded over the column which 
has deeply to shallowly notched wings, the lobes unequal and pointed and the front lobe longer 
and hooked inwards. The labellum, above the column, is about 2.3 mm long and 1.5 mm wide 
with slightly irregular margins and a pointed apex. It has a slightly thickened but not fleshy callus 
extending nearly to the apex of the labellum (Jones 1998; Jones et al. 1999). 

Firth’s midge-orchid was, until 1998 considered synonymous with Genoplesium brachystachyum 
(now known as Corunastylis brachystachya), but the species are distinct. It is similar to 
Corunastylis tasmanica with which it grows but is shorter and has fewer, smaller flowers (Jones 
1998; TSU 2002). 

Distribution 
Firth’s midge orchid is endemic to Tasmania and is currently known from one extant population 
at Coles Bay and another probably extinct population from about 14 km further north in the 
Friendly Beaches area. Its area of occupancy is less than 2 km2 (TSU 2002). 

The population from the Friendly Beaches area has not been re-located since 1973 despite 
regular dedicated searches. One patch of the extant population at Coles Bay, previously known 
to consist of only a small number of plants, has not emerged for over 10 years, probably due to 
weed invasion and damage by car parking, and may also be lost. This leaves the total number 
of mature individuals of Firth’s midge orchid in existence at approximately 12. These plants 
flower only sporadically, depending on suitable conditions. It is unlikely that new populations will 
be found, given regular dedicated searches in suitable habitat (TSU 2002). 
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Relevant Biology/Ecology 
At Coles Bay, Firth’s midge orchid is found on an almost bare roadside strip on sandy soil. and 
in the Friendly Beaches area it was found in tall open banksia shrubland with heathy and sedgy 
ground cover, growing on a well-drained rise in sand derived from granite (TSU 2002). 

Flowering occurs from December to March (Jones 1998) and reproduces solely from seed 
(D.L.Jones 2001, pers. comm.). 

Threats 
Table 1 – Threats 

Threat factor Threat 
type 

Threat 
status 

Evidence base 

Habitat loss, disturbance and modifications 

Roadside 
maintenance 

known current The population located on the roadside nature 
strip at Coles Bay is threatened by mowing or 
slashing when plants are flowering or fruiting, 
road or cable works, and fertiliser application 
(TSU 2002). 

Trampling known current The Coles Bay population is threatened by 
trampling by humans, and car parking (TSU 
2002). 

Invasive species 

Weeds known current The Coles Bay population is threatened by weed 
invasion. 

Fire 

Fire 
frequency 

known past The Friendly Beach population is thought to be 
extinct, possibly due to inappropriate fire 
regimes. 
Some firing when plants are not flowering or 
fruiting appears to be beneficial by keeping the 
habitat open, which could benefit the Coles Bay 
population however post-fire weed control is 
necessary. 

Conservation Actions 

Conservation and Management priorities 
Habitat loss, disturbance and modifications 

o Prevent habitat disturbance. Control access routes by installing barriers to suitably 
constrain vehicle and public access to the nature strip on public land to prevent 
damage to plants, particularly when they are flowering and fruiting. 

o Pursue management options with Coles Bay Council to protect populations of Firth’s 
midge-orchid again possible changes in land use that would be detrimental to the 
species. 

o Prepare and/or implement management guidelines for the Council for the Coles Bay 
population. 

o Avoid mowing/slashing from mid-November to April to allow plants to emerge, flower 
and set seed. 
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o In the absence of fire, slash to maintain openness between April and October when 
plants are not flowering or seeding. 

Invasive species 

o Identify and remove new weeds or undertake weed control in the local area, using 
appropriate methods such as hand removal and/or herbicide. Consider the possible 
disturbance/overspray threats associated with the control method. 

Fire 

o Implement an appropriate fire management regime for protecting key habitat that 
includes ensuring 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 Importantly, 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 (e.g. weed control based on sound scientific evidence). 

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. 

Stakeholder Engagementl 

o Encourage landowners/managers where Firth’s midge-orchid may grow to consider 
long-term protection e.g. private nature reserve, management agreement, or 
conservation covenant. 

Survey and Monitoring priorities 

• Monitor the nature strip activities at the Coles Bay site to ensure accidental damage, or 
mowing or slashing does not occur when plants are flowering and fruiting. 

• Continue searches in the Friendly Beaches area in suitable years (following fire events) to 
relocate the type population. 

• Undertake survey work 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 if located. 

• Establish and/or implement a mechanism to ensure management intervention when 
required. 

• 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 establishment through translocation. 

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