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FLORA AND FAUNA GUARANTEE - SCIENTIFIC ADVISORY COMMITTEE 
 

PRELIMINARY RECOMMENDATION ON A NOMINATION FOR DE-LISTING 
 

Aythya australis – Hardhead 
 
 

 
DOCID107-417469679-742 

 
 

Dates of consideration: 16 May, 30 June, 19 August, 21 October, 6 December 2022, 3 February, 20 March, 5 May 2023.   
 
Validity:      The nomination is for a valid item.  
 
Prescribed information:   The prescribed information was provided 
 
Name of the Nominator is adequately provided 
 
Name of the Item is adequately provided  
 
The nominated taxon is accepted by the Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC) as a valid taxon because it has been formally 
described and is accepted as a valid taxon by Museums Victoria.  
 
 
Current conservation status 
 

The taxon nominated for de-listing is currently listed as Vulnerable in Victoria on the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 
(FFG Act) Threatened List under Primary Criterion 5.1 – Subcriterion 5.1.3(b)(ii) (IUCN criterion C2a(ii)) (State Government of 
Victoria 2021).  
 
 
Nomination for de-listing under the FFG Act 
 
The nomination to remove the Hardhead from the FFG Act Threatened List was made under Section 16A(2)(a) of Division 3 
of the FFG Act:  
A person may make a nomination to the Committee to be considered under this Division that a taxon of flora or fauna that is 
specified in the Threatened List is no longer eligible to be specified in the Threatened List.    
 
It is contended in the nomination that the taxon does not meet the small population size and decline thresholds as required 
by criterion C2a(ii) under which it was listed.   
 
 
Eligibility of the taxon to be removed from the Threatened List  
 

The SAC has assessed the eligibility of the taxon to be removed from the Threatened List based on its extinction risk within 
Victoria in accordance with Section 16C(4)(c) of the FFG Act and the criteria for determining eligibility for listing prescribed in 
the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Regulations 2020 (FFG Regulations). In its application of the relevant eligibility criteria, the 
SAC has, as required by the nationally adopted Common Assessment Method, had regard to the IUCN Red List Categories and 
Criteria (Version 3.1) and the Guidelines for Using the IUCN Red List Categories and Criteria (version15, 2022). 
 
 
Species information 
 

Description, life history, generation length 
The Hardhead is a medium-sized, dark-brown bird with white feathers under the tail. The male has a white eye. In flight, the 
Hardhead has a large white band across the belly, the underwing is translucent white, and the upper wing has a white strip 

 

 
FLORA & FAUNA 

GUARANTEE 

https://delwpvicgovau.sharepoint.com/sites/ecm_107/_layouts/15/DocIdRedir.aspx?ID=DOCID107-417469679-742


Nomination No. 904 
Taxon ID 10215 

 
 

2 
 

 

on the trailing edge. The Hardhead is very swift in flight with rapid, short wing beats. The wings are narrow and pointed and 
set well back on the body. On the water, the Hardhead is a dark coloured duck, floating very low and sometimes the white 
undertail is visible (Game Management Authority 2023b). Hardheads dive for their food, leaping forward and diving smoothly 
under the water. They eat aquatic plants and animals, particularly mussels and freshwater shellfish (Marchant & Higgins 
1990). Hardheads breed in low, thick vegetation, in or near the water, along rivers and channels and around billabongs and 
dams, more generally in coastal wetlands. The nest is a trampled platform of reeds, sticks and vegetation, with some down 
lining. The nest is built by the female and is often added to with what she can reach from the nest. She incubates the eggs 
alone (BirdLife Australia 2023).    
  
The generation length of the Hardhead is estimated to be 6 to 8 years, based on BirdLife International data from congeners 
on other continents. BirdLife International (2023) gives an estimated generation length of 7.7 years.   
 
 
Distribution 
The Hardhead is endemic to Australia, though it is occasionally seen in New Guinea and other islands. The Hardhead is widely 
distributed throughout Australia; however, the stronghold of the species during the non-breeding season is in the deeper, 
permanent freshwater swamps and lagoons of the Murray-Darling Basin and south-east South Australia (Emison et al. 1987). 
The species has been quite common at times on the freshwater lakes at the mouth of the Murray River and in the swamps 
of the east coast (Frith 1977). In Victoria, Hardhead have been observed to be most abundant on larger wetlands (> 6 ha) and 
sewage ponds and in the southern bioregion of the state. They have been less abundant on dams and smaller water bodies, 
and in the east, west and north of the state (Ramsey & Fanson 2021). 
 
 
Habitat 
Hardhead are found in freshwater swamps and wetlands, showing a very strong preference for extensive areas of deep water, 
especially if these carry abundant cover in the form of emergent vegetation. They are rarely seen on land and tend to roost 
on low branches and stumps near the water. They prefer deep, fresh open water and densely vegetated wetlands on the 
coast for breeding. In the inland, its favourite haunts are in the permanent cumbungi swamps and lignum creeks. Hardheads 
occur occasionally in sheltered estuaries (BirdLife Australia 2023, Frith 1977). 
 
 
Threats 
The major contributor to the decline of Hardheads in Australia and Victoria is drainage of deep-water swamps on the coast, 
the main breeding habitat of the taxon (Frith 1977). Loss of these wetland types and the increased use of water for irrigation, 
with the associated decrease in the frequency of natural flooding regimes, has also reduced the number of wetlands available 
on the coast which act as drought refuges. Breeding habitat has also been reduced by diversion of water for irrigation and 
flood mitigation (Marchant & Higgins 1990).  
 
 
Decision by the Scientific Advisory Committee 
 

The eligibility of the nominated taxon to be maintained on or removed from the Threatened List must be determined in 
accordance with the eligibility criteria prescribed for the purposes of Division 2 of Part 3 of the FFG Act.  
 
The relevant eligibility criteria are prescribed in Schedule 1 of the FFG Regulations, which provides that a taxon is at risk of 
extinction in a particular category of threat if a primary criterion is met and is therefore eligible to be specified in the 
Threatened List. 
 
As required under the Intergovernmental Memorandum of Understanding - Agreement on a Common Assessment Method 
for Listing of Threatened Species (to which Victoria is a signatory), eligibility has also been assessed in accordance with the 
IUCN Red List Categories and Criteria (Version 3.1) and Guidelines for Using the IUCN Red List Categories and Criteria.   
 
The IUCN guidelines (2022) allow for the removal of a species from the Threatened List (de-listing) when new or corrected 
information arises since the first or previous assessment. Evidence demonstrates that the taxon does not meet the criterion 
under which it was listed as Vulnerable in Victoria under the FFG Act (C2a(ii)).   
 
For details of the IUCN criteria see Appendix 1.  
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Criterion A – Population size reduction 
 
Not eligible  
 
Evidence: 
Data from the Eastern Australian Waterbird Aerial Surveys 1983 - 2022 (Porter et al. 2022) and the Victorian Duck Season 
Priority Waterbird Counts 2014 – 2021 (formerly the Summer Waterbird Count) (Game Management Authority 2023a) 
indicate that while Hardhead numbers fluctuate, there is no evidence of a declining population trend. The past population 
reduction does not meet the threshold for eligibility under criterion A2, and the future population reduction does not meet 
the threshold for eligibility under criterion A3.  
 
 
Criterion B – Geographic range (Extent of Occurrence and Area of Occupancy)  
 
Not eligible   
 
Evidence: 
The Extent of Occurrence across the taxon's range is estimated to be 220,000 km2 and the Area of Occupancy is estimated to 
be 8,800 km2, both of which exceed the thresholds for criterion B (State Government of Victoria 2021).  
 
 
Criterion C – Small population size and decline 
 
Not eligible  
 
Evidence: 
The average annual abundance estimates of mature Hardhead in Victoria between 2014 – 2021 is approximately 18,700 
(Game Management Authority 2023a) which exceeds the threshold for criterion C (< 10,000). Total Hardhead abundance in 
Victoria in 2020 was estimated to be c. 55, 300 (Ramsey & Fanson 2021) and c. 13,300 in 2021 (Ramsey & Fanson 2022). Post-
drought waterfowl counts (2009-2012) estimated Hardhead abundance to be c. 4,800 at the Western Treatment Plant alone 
(Loyn et al. 2014). There is currently no evidence of a decline in population size (BirdLife International 2017, Porter et al. 
2022).        
 
 
Criterion D – Very small or restricted population 
 
Not eligible 
 
Evidence: 
The estimated number of mature Hardheads in Victoria far exceeds the criterion D threshold of <1,000.  
 
In accordance with the IUCN Guidelines for application of criteria at regional and national levels (IUCN 2012), conspecific 
populations outside Victoria may affect the risk of extinction. The Hardhead population in Victoria may experience a ‘rescue 
effect’ from interstate populations (none of which are considered threatened under relevant state legislation), and 
immigration will likely decrease the extinction risk within Victoria. Therefore, even if the Hardhead did meet the criteria for 
listing as Vulnerable in Victoria, the Guidelines would require the result to be downgraded where exchange occurs between 
the regional and global population. This adjustment would move the result from Vulnerable to Near Threatened, thereby 
making the Hardhead ineligible for listing.      
   
 
Criterion E – Quantitative analysis 
 
Insufficient data to determine eligibility. 
There is no population viability analysis available to provide evidence for this criterion.  
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Documentation  
 

The published information provided to and sourced by the SAC has been assessed.  To the best of their knowledge, the SAC 
believes that the data presented are not the subject of scientific dispute and the inferences drawn are reasonable and well 
supported.   
 
 
Preliminary Recommendation of the Scientific Advisory Committee 
 

As outlined above, the taxon nominated for de-listing does not satisfy at least one criterion of the set of criteria prepared and 
maintained under Division 2 of Part 3 of the FFG Act and stated in Schedule 1 of the FFG Regulations.  
 
The SAC concludes that on the evidence available, the nominated taxon is not eligible for listing.   
 
The Scientific Advisory Committee therefore supports the nomination for de-listing and makes a preliminary recommendation 
that the Hardhead be removed from the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 Threatened List.  
 
 
 
 
 
Endorsement by the Convenor of the Scientific Advisory Committee Date 
    

 
           
 
Dr. Michelle T. Casanova            10 August 2023   
Convenor 
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Appendix 1:   IUCN Red List Categories and Criteria 
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