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As of early 2026, 
Australia’s National Reserve 
System (NRS) covers over 188 
million hectares of land. This 
represents ~25% of the 
Australian continent

Australia's marine protected 
areas cover 4.6 million square 
kilometres or 52% of 
Australian waters





Some protected areas 
have played a critical role 
in securing biodiversity

These are some examples of species found 
only with the National Reserve System



Fisher, 1999



# 3 Night Parrot….a success story?



The Night Parrot  is a wonderful conservation success story

Photo credit: Nicholas Leseberg



Bush Heritage purchased Pullen Pullen Special Wildlife Reserve in 2016  



How do we find more Night Parrots?www.raresgroup.com.au



What do they sound like and what is their calling 
behaviour?

200,000 hours of calls analyzed



Proactively sharing the 
knowledge with Indigenous 
Ranger groups and other 
stakeholders

Photo: Jaana Dielenberg



Four ranger groups have found Night Parrots in Western Australia 







Australia’s protected areas need to work for many reasons. 
One is it is a global responsibility. Our nation is one of just 17 mega-biodiverse 
countries

These nations cover a mere 10% of 
Earth's surface, but together account 
for> 70% of its biodiversity.

>85% of Australia’s plant, mammal, 
reptile and amphibian species occur 
nowhere else on Earth.

Australia is ranked 7th most important of 
these nations globally!



Australia is ranked 3rd of mega-biodiverse countries 
at making species go extinct 

Since 1750, we have reported losing:

• 38 plants
• 1 seaweed species

• 34 mammals  (WORLD CHAMPIONS!)

• 10 invertebrates 

• 9 birds

• 4 frogs

• 3 reptiles

• 1 fish

Extinctions have occurred nearly 
everywhere



Australia’s extinction crisis is not something 
from our distant past



The EPBC Act has 2138 species listed

These species are on the road to extinction. 

TERN 2026



Our protected estate must be at the forefront 
of stopping this extinction crisis
To work:

1. They need to be well placed

2. They need to be large enough

3. They need to be well-funded and well-managed



I have been asking how well placed our National Reserve System is 
when it comes to conserving threatened species for nearly two 

decades



In 2010, we were not doing very well



In 2010 there was a big push for a better reserve system
…..priorities for biodiversity conservation…



Convention on Biological Diversity Aichi Target 11



Between 2010 - 2022, the number of protected areas in Australia increased 
from 11,776 to 14,782, resulting in an area expansion of 736,940 km².
This growth expanded the extent of protection from 12.8% to 22.3% of the 
nation’s land and freshwater environments 



How well did Australia do in better representing threatened species?



The majority (88.4%; n= 1,274) of the 1,434 threatened species had 

some portion of their mapped range within the NRS in 2022

Hibbertia circinata

50%
70%



But there was an increase of just 1.9% more species represented 

than (86.5%; n=1,241) in 2010. 

And the median threatened species range in the NRS increased 

from 20.5% to 23.3% between 2010 and 2022. 



160 species are still considered ‘Gap Species’ - no formal coverage in 

the NRS as of 2022. 

This includes 40 Critically Endangered species 



But how can this be happening? There was an almost doubling of the 
estate and the NRS strategy targeted important biodiversity areas











We have chased quantity….not quality

Sydney World’s Park Congress 2014



https://theconversation.com/australia-has-dedicated-more-
than-20-of-its-land-to-conservation-but-not-where-it-matters-
most-278543

https://conbio.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.
1111/csp2.70256



Worry # 1: Growth appears to be plateauing in the terrestrial realm 



Worry # 2: Protected area fatigue (or ‘The Tasmania and ACT syndrome’)



Worry # 3:  Expansion of protected areas has shifted the overall 
contribution of less restrictive IUCN protection categories (V and VI) to 
the NRS from 39.8% in 2010 to 62.5% in 2022. 



Worry #4 – all threatening processes causing the extinction affecting 
biodiversity getting worse



Broad-level threats Symbol

Adverse fire regimes

Changed surface and 
groundwater regimes

Climate change and severe 
weather

Disrupted ecosystem and 
population processes

Habitat loss, fragmentation 
and degradation

Invasive species and 
diseases

Overexploitation and other 
direct harm from human 

activities

Pollution
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Ward et al 2021 A national-scale dataset for threats impacting 
Australia’s imperiled flora and fauna. Ecology and Evolution

Bar length = total number of threatened 

species impacted



High impact

Medium impact

Low impact

Negligible impact

Insufficient data

Ward et al 2021 A national-scale dataset for threats impacting 

Australia’s imperiled flora and fauna. Ecology and Evolution



Deforestation and 
degradation of habitat is the 

biggest issue





QLD: Between 2021-22, 323,676 
hectares of woody vegetation was 
bulldozed, a very slight reduction from 
the previous reporting year (349,399ha). 

This is 10 times more deforestation than 
there was in all of Indonesia for palm oil 
last year (30,000ha)

88% of land clearing activity was for 
pasture



Comparing where we protect versus where we clear (2000-2017)



In the past twenty years many endangered species 
have lost a lot of habitat

T
h

re
a

te
n

e
d

 s
p

e
c
ie

s

Hect ares Lost  (Ha)

Red goshaw k

Ghost  bat

St ar   nch

Nor t hern quoll

Bluegrass

Paint ed honeyeat er

Squat t er  pigeon

Malleefow l

Koala

Sout hern black-t hroat ed

 nch
0 8

0
0

,0
0

0

1
,6

0
0

,0
0

0

2
,4

0
0

,0
0

0

3
,2

0
0

,0
0

0

Ward et al. 2022. Conservation Science and Practice





https://www.dcceew.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/30-by-30-national-roadmap.pdf



‘Effectively managed’

‘areas of particular importance’



Specifically target areas of particular importance for biodiversity outcomes…..
The good news is we can map and target these areas

Watson et al., 2023. Integrative Conservation 



Obvious low hanging fruit
• There are 305 small-ranged critically endangered species 

across Australia. 

• The total size of this habitat is 85,000 square kilometres 
(about 1% of Australia's land area)

• 50% of habitat is outside the protected area estate. 

• 39 species have none of their remaining habitat in the 
protected area estate

• Approximately 55% of habitat outside of protected areas 
had at least some agricultural capability.



There are now good assessments out there that 
target key areas for threatened species and 
ecosystems – and keep within 30% 



Tonkoro and Melrose Stations, Western 
Queensland
In 2024, the Queensland Government 
purchased the 138,000-hectare Tonkoro 
Station and 65,000-hectares of Melrose 
Station

Vergemont Station, Western 
Queensland
In 2024, the Queensland 
Government purchased Vergemont 
Station, a 352,589-hectare cattle 
grazing property.

Great Barrier Reef Island Arks
In 2024, the Queensland Government 
transferred 140 Great Barrier Reef 
islands or parts thereof totalling 
1,390 hectares, to protected area as part 
of Great Barrier Reef Island Arks 
project.



Queensland is the most biodiverse state….a lot of work to do!



www.raresgroup.com.au

Thanks for listening! Always up for a chat 

about birds

e: james.watson@uq.edu.au

https://donations.uq.edu.au/SCEARARE
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