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This paper provides information on the significant
natural values of Maria Island and Ile Des Phoques.
It does not provide a comprehensive review of all
environmental values. It focuses instead on the values
which are of State or National significance. It provides
a summary of the key values of geological conservation
significance, threatened vegetation and species, and
the current impacts and risks to the values on the island.
There are a large variety of geological features in a
relatively small landmass, and this richness in geological
features is part of the important values of Maria Island.
The most significant geoconservation formation
recognized as internationally meaningful on the island
is the Fossil Cliffs, which have extremely exposed fossils
and contain ice rafted dropstones. There are four other
geological features which are of State significance:
> the karst areas at Fossil Bay and Cape Boullanger,
which are notable examples of the only coastal karst
in Permian limestone in Tasmania;
> Bloodstone Point Laterite, which is a quite different
form to the midlands laterites, which are less
homogenous and contains different mineralization;
> John Bulls rocks, where Permian (~250 mya to
~300 mya) sediments unconformably overlie
Devonian (~360 mya to ~420 mya) granite, on what is
possibly an exhumed, rejuvenated Permian marine
platform and cliffs; very well exposed and;
> Cape Peron seas caves, which are deep tunnels
which are unusual in that they are dolerite rather than
limestone.
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There are also several other interesting features which
are important at a regional level, such as the well-known
Painted Cliffs.
The diversity in geology is associated with some
very distinct ecosystem boundaries, and a diverse
array of vegetation communities are found across
the island, some of which are of State and National
significance. The threatened ecological communities
include the Nationally listed temperate coastal
saltmarsh community. The State listed threatened
communities include:
> Eucalyptus viminalis wet forest;
> Eucalyptus viminalis-Eucalyptus globulus coastal
forest and woodland;
> Eucalyptus globulus dry forest and woodland;
> Eucalyptus ovata forest and woodland;
> Callitris rhomboidea forest;
> Allocasuarina littoralis forest; and
> Wetlands.
The coastal saltmarsh ecological community consists
mainly of salt-tolerant vegetation (halophytes)
including: grasses, herbs, sedges, rushes and shrubs.
The ecological community is inhabited by a wide
range of invertebrates, and is important habitat (and
often a nursery) for fish species, prawns and birds.
The community performs a critical ecological function
by filtering surface water, sequestering carbon, adding
to coastal productivity, and providing food and nutrients
for a wide range of species including shorebirds.
More than half of Tasmanian salt marshes have
been lost or degraded. Maria Island saltmarsh is only
partially mapped. Similarly, the threatened vegetation
community Allocasuarina littoralis forest has been
observed but is not adequately mapped on the island.
There are a small number of dune bar-lagoons or
intermittent wetlands associated with the depositional
system of McRaes Isthmus and Point Lesueur, the
largest of these is Crooked McGuiness Lagoon.
They are a stopover point for migratory birds, and
breeding grounds for fish, frogs, water birds and
invertebrates. On the Tasmanian mainland, wetlands
communities are often in productive lands, where
they still remain, but are often in degraded condition.

All wetlands in protected areas are significant.
The Maria Island wetlands are of additional significance
as coastal wetlands for migratory species.
The coastal forest of Eucalyptus viminalis (white
gum) and Eucalyptus globulus (blue gum) is listed
as vulnerable at a State level, and the Maria Island
distribution represents close to 25% of the reserved
extent of this community, and about 12% of its overall
extent. The E. viminalis wet forest is also significant
on the island as it is one of the larger intact areas
(33.5 ha) of this community type in Tasmania.
The remnant patches of this community are on
average around 8 ha in size, and 80% of the remnants
are less than 10 ha. The E. globulus dry forest and
woodland on Maria Island represents just under 10%
of the extent of reserved area for this community
type. These threatened communities are one of Maria
Island’s most significant natural values and form a core
reason for designation of this island as a national park.
The Callitris rhomboidea (oyster bay pine) forest is
very limited in distribution (~900 ha total) and occurs
only on the east coast between Cape Pillar and Douglas
Apsley (~700 ha), and within the Furneaux group
(~200 ha). This is one of the most extensively cleared
communities in Tasmania, and old growth stands are
uncommon. The community is also fire sensitive. The
Maria Island C. rhomboidea forest is considered to
be very old (potentially more than 500 years old) and
long unburnt. One of the most unusual features of the
C. rhomboidea is the hard boundary with rainforest
community on the eastern shelf. This juxtaposition of
vegetation boundaries is highly unusual, and only known
in two other locations in Australia.
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Maria Island has a diverse flora assemblage which forms
part of the uniqueness of the island and includes seven
threatened State listed flora species. These include:
Cyphanthera tasmanica (tasmanian rayflower), Gynatrix
pulchella (fragrant hempbush), Lachnagrostis robusta
(tall blowngrass), Scutellaria humilis (dwarf skullcap),
Teucrium corymbosum (forest germander), Vittadinia
muelleri (narrowleaf new-holland-daisy)
and Xerochrysum bicolor (eastcoast paperdaisy).
Islands are well recognised as critically important for
conservation. They are often hotspots of diversity and
microcosms of continental features. Islands have often
been used as real-world laboratories and conservation
arcs. Maria Island has been used for conservation of
both birds and mammals, with introductions such as the
Flinders Island wombats, Cape Barren geese, Eastern
greys kangaroos and, most recently, the Tasmanian
devils. This has affected the natural balance and ecology
of the island.
There is a suite of avian species of conservation
significance associated with the island, these include
threatened raptors, forest-birds and shore-birds.
The island provides critical habitat for some species,
which are the focus of the discussion below. The
endemic Forty-spotted pardalote, which is a Nationally
listed species, has core habitat on the island. Maria
Island is the largest breeding population. The 2009-10
survey found that the most likely cause in the decline of
Forty-spotted pardalote population is the deteriorating
health of E. viminalis due to ecological stress associated
with drought.
Similarly, the E. globulus community is of critical
importance to Swift parrots as it provides large areas of
foraging and nesting habitat. The importance of Maria
Island is also heightened by the absence of Sugar gliders.
Sugar glider predation is a key threat to Swift parrots.
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Often little thought of, but critically important for
biodiversity, are invertebrates. Maria Island includes one
very rare stag beetle, the Broad-toothed stag beetle,
which is a State listed species. Maria Island contains 12%
of the known potential habitat for the species.
This species occurs in dry eucalypt forest with damp and
wet areas of the forest, especially drainage lines and wet
gullies. The forested communities are a very important
component of habitat for many significant species on
the island.

MAJOR CHALLENGES AND ISSUES
The natural values of the island, and their maintenance,
is a core focus in developing the management plan
for Maria Island. There are some clear and over-riding
environmental management issues which should be
considered to ensure values are maintained. These
include climate change, fire management, over- grazing,
weeds, pests and diseases, and human visitation. A
critical issue is the lack of fire on Maria Island, but this
issue is also interrelated with climate change, and
over-grazing by native wildlife, and weed distribution.
Climate change is an over-arching issue for natural
values due to the changes it will bring to vegetation
communities and the distribution of species. The
predictions for the East Coast in this century include
increasing temperatures (up to 4oC) and extended heat
waves leading to an increased risk of fire. Rainfall will
tend towards heavy events and extended dry periods,
further increasing the risk of bushfire.
There has been very little fire on Maria Island, with
no significant areas burnt since the national park
was declared in 1972. There are considerable fire
loads, and many of the vegetation communities and
species are adapted to fire, but there are also fire
sensitive communities and species on the island. Fire
management is complicated on the island by the long
period of time without fire, and the inaccessibility
of some areas. The lack of fire, combined with overgrazing by wildlife, is resulting in poor vegetation
condition. Most notably, there is a limited recruitment
and absence of understorey species.
Over-grazing by native wildlife contributes to the
spread of weeds because of ground disturbance and
declining vegetation condition. There are also concerns
about animal welfare associated with overabundance.
There is a macropod management program, but other
native animals are excluded, such as the over-abundant
Wombats. To address the impacts of over-abundant
wildlife, a review of the macropod program, and the
development of a more comprehensive native wildlife
grazing management program, is clearly needed.
The island has a population of feral cats but cats are
not believed to be in large numbers. They have been
recorded as part of monitoring for the ‘Save the
Tasmanian Devil Program’. Cat eradication on an island
of this size could be feasible, particularly given the
absence of domestic cats. However, the impacts of
eradication would need to be considered in the context
of other wildlife. For example, there are also introduced
rats on the island and cats may be influencing rat
population levels.

Increasing visitation has the potential to impact on
natural values without proactive management. There
are a host of impacts associated with visitation which
are partly dealt with in other discussion papers. Of key
relevance to natural values is the disturbance caused
by people: to sensitive species such as nesting shore
birds, increased erosion of sand dunes; progressive
widening of Isthmus Track, impacting values in this
area; and erosion of the Painted Cliffs and Fossil Cliffs
from unmanaged people walking over areas, increasing
erosion/weathering.
People can also unknowingly introduce pests, weeds
and diseases, such as Phytophthora. The apparent lack
of Phytophthora on the island is important to maintain
to ensure the health of susceptible flora. Similarly,
people can introduce fire. This is a primary concern on
Maria Island, where there are substantial fuel loads and
the risk of wildfire is high.

KEY QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER
How can fire intervals be managed to reduce
wild fire risk on the island?

How important is the conservation of the
island’s habitat values compared to the native
Tasmanian animals that have been introduced?
Should the conservation of the fauna and
flora native to Maria Island or the island’s role
as an Ark for the conservation of threatened
Tasmanian wildlife take precedence?

How important is eradicating cats from Maria
Island? Is this something which needs further
investigation?

How important is improving the mapping of
vegetation to more accurately represent the
conservation values?

Your response to these questions or the
development of the draft plans can be provided
through Have Your Say on the PWS website at
https://parks.tas.gov.au/be-involved/have-yoursay/maria-island-management-plan-review
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