
Case Study - EPBC Act & Spectacled Flying Foxes 
How the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (The Act) has failed the Spectacled Flying Fox (SFF).  

 

The Act has the primary task of protecting nationally significant species, the objective is 

“To provide for the protection of the environment, especially those aspects of the 

environment that are matters of national environmental significance”, including the 

promotion of “ecologically sustainable development” and “conservation of biodiversity” 

 

SFF are an essential seed disperser and pollinator for the Wet Tropics World Heritage Area. 

Given their role in sustaining the biodiversity of the Wet Tropics, SFF have been identified to 

be of national environmental significance. In 2002 SFF were listed as vulnerable due to the 

threatening processes that were resulting in a concerning population decline. Despite that, 

the population has continued to dramatically decline and after losing 23 000 individuals, one 

third of the Australian population, in 2018 SFF were relisted as endangered. 

 

Examining the management of the Cairns City SFF Camp, a nationally significant roost, 

demonstrates how The Act has failed to protect SFF. The Act has failed to ensure 

“ecologically sustainable development” due to the lack of consideration of cumulative 

impacts. Since the SFF were listed as vulnerable in 2002 there has been ongoing destruction 

of roost trees, including: 

● 2013 approval saw trimming of roosts [see EPBC Act referral [2013/6937] 

● 2014 saw the removal of 11 trees from the Novotel section of the city roost [see 

EPBC Act referral 2014/7296] 

● 2016 removal of 16 trees from the Novatel site [see EPBC Act referral 2017/8115]. 

● 2017 Five trees cleared for the Crystalbrook development [https://bit.ly/38vzdDL] 
(referral 2016/7840) 

It could be argued that individually these approvals wouldn’t result in a major impact, but 

cumulatively it has resulted in the destruction of 40 roost trees from a nationally significant 

camp. The loss of habitat is a significant stress to the species and The Act has failed to 

protect significant habitat. 

We are seeing an ongoing failure of policy tools of The Act to ensure effective management 

to reverse population decline. The Recovery Plan for SFF  has proven to be ineffective. 

Despite the 2017 commitment to improving recovery plans, it is not yet required to have a 

recovery team to implement it. Without a funded recovery team who can deliver, measure 

and monitor the plan, it is not properly implemented and becomes irrelevant as the situation 

and threats change. In the case of the Recovery PLan for SSF, it refers to out of date 

population statistics, threats and still treats the species as vulnerable, despite being relisted 

as endangered in 2019. The Act is failing to reverse the population decline of threatened 

species. 

Finally, The Act does not account for the impacts of climate change. Climate change is putting further stress on our most vulnerable 

species and in some cases, such as the SFF, these are unprecedented impacts that have major management implications. The heat 

wave event in November 2018 killed 23 000 SFF, a third of the Australian population. The relisting of the species to endangered in 

2019, did not consider this population decrease, and respected scientist David Westcott indicated that it was likely to now be 

critically endangered. The lack of consideration of climate change in The Act and the inflexibility of our plans has meant no change in 

the management of SFF despite a huge loss to the population.  

The Act has failed to protect the SFF and without significant change we will continue to see the rapid decline of threatened species. 

https://bit.ly/38vzdDL

