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Conservation Advice 

Commersonia erythrogyna 
Trigwell’s rulingia 

Conservation Status 
Commersonia erythrogyna (Trigwell’s rulingia) is listed as Endangered under the Environment 
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cwlth) (EPBC Act) effective from the 16 July 
2000.  

The species was eligible for listing under the EPBC Act at that time as, immediately 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 species is listed as Critically Endangered 
under the Western Australian (WA) Wildlife Conservation Act 1950 and was declared as Rare 
Flora in WA in November 1993. 

The main factors that are the cause of the species being eligible for listing in the Endangered 
category are a very restricted area of occupancy, an estimated decline in population size of 
90 percent, a continuing decline in the quality of habitat and a very low number of mature 
individuals.  

Description 
Trigwell’s rulingia is a small shrub up to 1.5 metres tall and 1 metre wide with branches and 
leaves covered in star-shaped hairs that are typical of other species in the genus Commersonia. 
The stipules (outgrowths at the base of a leafstalk) are deciduous and narrow, with the upper 
stipules often divided into thin lobes. Flowers are terminal and petals are equal or shorter in 
length than the sepals. Petals have a broad base embracing the stamens and a linear or broad 
upper portion known as the ligule (Brown et al., 1998). Flowers are creamy white and occur 
between August and October (Wilkins & Whitlock 2011).  

Distribution and habitat 
Trigwell’s rulingia is endemic to Western Australia in the area of West Arthur, Central Forests 
Region, south-western WA. It only occurs naturally in a single wild population found in an area 
of less than 2 km2 on private property (Stack & Brown 2003). In 2003 there were only 
two mature plants in this location, which is found in remnant woodland surrounded by farmland 
(Wilkins & Whitlock 2011). Stack and Brown (2003) estimate that there has been a reduction in 
population size of Trigwell’s rulingia of 90 percent. Extensive searches in suitable habitat have 
failed to locate additional naturally occurring plants (Williams et al., 2001). 

The single wild population is found on a lateritic ridge supporting open low jarrah 
(Eucalyptus marginata) and marri (Corymbia calophylla) woodland, with the two mature plants 
growing in small fissures in the rock. It is not known whether this is the species’ preferred habitat 
or if these plants have survived because they were less accessible to grazing animals (Stack & 
Brown 2003). Associated species include Banksia grandis (bull banksia), Xanthorrhoea preissii 
(grass tree), Macrozamia riedlei (zamia), Billardiera heterophylla (bluebell creeper) and 
Acacia pulchella (prickly moses) (Williams et al., 2001).  

As of 2003 five translocation sites had been established near the single wild population that 
were estimated to contain 130 mature individuals and 300 juveniles (Stack & Brown 2003). 
These translocations were undertaken in line with a translocation proposal that was endorsed by 
the Director of Nature Conservation in the then Department of Conservation and Land 
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Management. These translocation sites occur on private property, nature reserves and 
conservation reserves.  

The translocation sites are located on habitat that is more fertile than the habitat of the single 
wild population (Brown et al., 1998). Native plant species occurring at the translocation sites are 
largely the same as those associated with the single wild population, but soils differ in being 
laterite-rich rather than an exposed laterite ridge (Stack & Brown 2003). 

Relevant Biology/Ecology 
Research into the fire response of Trigwell’s rulingia has confirmed that fire stimulates 
germination of the species. Research suggests that a high intensity burn of greater than 50°C 
for a duration of more than 10 minutes is needed for optimum germination of Trigwell’s rulingia 
seed in the field (Stack & Brown 2003). Researchers showed that seed in the soil was still 
present and viable after at least seven years. The single wild population is protected from fire by 
the surrounding exposed rock and through the low fuel levels associated with its habitat 
(Stack & Brown 2003). The species does not respond to aerosol smoke application (Dixon pers. 
comm., 2016).  

Research has been undertaken into micropropagation, in vitro physiology, germplasm 
maintenance and cryostorage and there has been success in propagation of the species 
through tissue culture, cuttings and grafting. Propagated plants have been transferred into 
natural habitat successfully and are surviving well and producing viable seed (Stack & Brown 
2003).  

The seed viability and seed production capability of Trigwell’s rulingia has been investigated. 
Laboratory analysis of the collected seeds indicated 100 percent germination in a nutrient 
enriched medium. As of 2003 the Threatened Flora Seed Centre had over 7000 seeds in  
long-term storage and over 13 000 seeds stored that are available for direct seeding trials and 
translocations (Stack & Brown 2003). Under cultivation the species is particularly vigorous and 
highly fecund with flowering within the first year and large amounts of seed set.  

Trigwell’s rulingia does not appear to be susceptible to Phytophthora cinnamomi either directly 
or indirectly (Stack & Brown 2003; Shearer et al., 2007). The species may be susceptible to 
other species of Phytophthora.  

Threats  
Table 1 – Threats impacting Trigwell’s rulingia. Order of severity of risk is unknown 

Threat factor Threat 
type and 
status 

Evidence base 

Invasive species  

Grazing known 
current 

Grazing by rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus) and sheep (Ovis aries) 
is a threat at three of the translocation populations that are not 
protected by fences or cages. Barnardius zonarius (‘Twenty eight’ 
parrots) eat the plant’s seed capsules as well as breaking the ends 
off branches when foraging on its fruit (Stack & Brown 2003). 
Therefore these parrots are a threat as they may damage plants at 
all un-caged populations as well as prevent germination by eating 
dispersed seed at all populations.  

Grazing known 
past 

Grazing by sheep, rabbits and ‘twenty eight’ parrots was a major 
threat to the single wild population and was thought to be one 
factor in the decline of the species. All plants at the single wild 
population and at two of the five translocation populations have 
had cages erected over them to protect from these threats (Stack 
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& Brown 2003).  

Weed 
invasion 

known 
current 

Weeds suppress early plant growth by competing for soil moisture, 
nutrients and light. Weeds are only a minor threat to the single wild 
population given its location on rocky exposed habitat where there 
are few weeds.  

Predation by 
insects 

potential 
current 

Insects also impact Trigwell’s rulingia and plants may require 
protection.   

Fire  

No high 
intensity fires 

known  
current 

Fire research shows that occasional high intensity fires are 
needed to germinate soil-stored seed. A lack of high intensity fires 
could cause low natural recruitment. As of 2003 the area around 
the single wild population has not had an intense fire for more than 
40 years.  

High 
frequency fire 

potential It is known that seed of Trigwell’s rulingia germinates following fire. 
The soil seed bank would rapidly be depleted if fires recur before 
juvenile plants reach maturity and replenish the soil seed bank. 
Fire can also promote the introduction and proliferation of weed 
species. This is a potential threat at all translocated populations. 
The single wild population is protected from fire by the surrounding 
exposed rock and through the low fuel.  

Habitat loss 

Habitat 
degradation 

potential Firebreak maintenance may be a threat at one translocation site 
(Stack & Brown 2003) 

Habitat loss known 
past 

Habitat loss is a likely cause of the decline of Trigwell’s rulingia 
(Brown et al., 1998). 

Disease 

Infection by 
Phytophthora 
spp. 

potential Although not susceptible to Phytophthora cinnamomi (Stack & 
Brown 2003; Shearer et al., 2007), Trigwell’s rulingia may be 
susceptible to other species of Phytophthora. 

Other 

Lack of 
natural 
recruitment 

known 
current 

The single wild population is threatened due to a lack of natural 
recruitment. The reasons for this low level of recruitment are not 
certain, but may include an absence of high-intensity fire needed 
to germinate soil-stored seed (Stack & Brown 2003). The levels of 
recruitment in the translocated populations are unknown.  

Low genetic 
diversity 

suspected 
future 

The small number of remaining mature individuals represents an 
extremely limited gene pool. Low genetic diversity reduces 
the species’ ability to adapt to changes in its environment. There 
may be additional genetic variation in the soil-stored seed bank. 

Conservation Actions 

Conservation and Management priorities 
Impacts of domestic species 

o Control grazing by sheep, rabbits and parrots by the erection of fences and cages 
around sites, allowing a suitable buffer to contain any regenerating plants.   

o Control rabbits using methods in line with the Threat Abatement Plan for competition 
and land degradation by rabbits (DEWHA 2008) and in consultation with relevant 
landholders.  
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Invasive species  

o Identify and undertake weed control at all locations for weeds that could become 
a threat to Trigwell’s rulingia, using appropriate methods. Given the rocky nature of 
the single wild population the appropriate method at that site is hand weeding. 

Fire 

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

o Avoid any use of managed fire research and other activities that impact upon 
the persistence of the population unless there is evidence to show the impact would be 
positive and enduring. 

o Avoid the use of prescribed fire between mid autumn and late spring (until after seed is 
produced).  

o Physical damage to the habitat and individuals of the Trigwell’s rulingia must be 
avoided during and after fire operations.  

Habitat loss, disturbance and modification 

o Liaise with land managers and land owners to ensure that plants and plant habitat on 
private and other non departmental land are not accidentally damaged or destroyed.  

Disease 

o Although research indicates Trigwell’s rulingia is not susceptible to Phytophthora 
cinnamomi, monitoring of the species and surrounding habitat should be put in place to 
detect the presence of other Phytophthora species. If detected, minimise the spread by 
implementing appropriate vehicle and footwear hygiene protocols where possible, and 
mitigate impacts with phosphite treatments, fumigants, specific vegetation destruction, 
and containment barriers (Department of the Environment 2014).   

Seed collection, propagation and other ex-situ recovery action 

o Establish populations in cultivation in appropriate institutions such as botanic gardens.  

o To manage the risk of losing genetic diversity, undertake appropriate seed collection 
and storage in national seed banks and ensure long-term viability of stored seed. 
Seeds from representative natural populations to be collected and stored.  

o Continue implementing translocations of Trigwell’s rulingia in line with the Translocation 
Proposal, endorsed by the WA Department of Parks and Wildlife’s Director of Nature 
Conservation (see Stack & Brown 2003 for more information) and the national 
translocation protocols (Vallee et al., 2004). Ensure that supplemental watering occurs 
to assist survival of translocated greenstock.  

Stakeholder Engagement 

o Raise awareness of Trigwell’s rulingia within the local community. Engage with 
the owners and managers of the private property, nature reserves and conservation 
reserves where it is found and encourage these key stakeholders to contribute to 
the implementation of conservation management actions.  

  



 

Commersonia erythrogyna (Trigwell’s rulingia) Conservation Advice 
Page 5 of 6 

o Engage interested nature conservation, land management and land holder groups in 
conservation management activities, such as survey and monitoring, and weed 
management. If necessary, use workshops to aid stakeholders in developing the skills 
and knowledge required to manage threats to this subspecies.  

Survey and Monitoring priorities 

• Conduct further surveys for Trigwell’s rulingia during its flowering period (August - October) 
to locate any additional occurrences.  

• Conduct annual monitoring of threats such as weed invasion, pathogens and predation as 
well as population stability (expansion or decline), pollination activity, seed production, 
recruitment and longevity.  

• Annual monitoring should occur at both the single wild site and all translocation sites and 
should consider the effectiveness of management actions and the need to adapt them if 
necessary.  

• 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. 

• Precise fire history records must be kept for the habitat and extant populations (confirmed 
and suspected, including translocation sites) of Trigwell’s rulingia. 

Information and research priorities  

• Investigate the effect and level of invertebrate grazing.  

• Determine the dynamics of the soil seed bank and the role of various disturbances (including 
fire and physical soil disturbance), competition, rainfall and grazing in germination and 
recruitment.  

• Investigate the pollination biology of the species and the requirements of pollinators.  

• Establish the factors determining level of flower and fruit abortion.  

• Determine the longevity of plants and the time taken to reach maturity.  

• Investigate sites for future trial translocations.  

• Determine necessary growth and development needs of the species for successful 
translocation.  
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