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Subject: Golden Sun Moth Assessment at Revised Brickworks Project Area 

Purpose 

To communicate the outcomes of the golden sun moth (Synemon plana) survey completed 
for the Canberra Brickworks and Environs Project in November and December 2015.  

Findings 

One patch of exotic pasture dominated by Chilean needlegrass (Nassella neesiana) was 
confirmed to contain a low density population of golden sun moth. No other areas of 
potential habitat were confirmed to contain populations.  
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1.0 Introduction  

Umwelt was engaged in November 2015 to undertake a basic ecological assessment of Blocks 
1, 7 and 20 Section 102, Yarralumla (the Project Area) (Figure 1). This area forms part of the 
Canberra Brickworks and Environs site. This survey identified 1.3 hectares of potential habitat 
for the critically endangered golden sun moth (Synemon plana).  

Subsequently, Umwelt undertook a targeted survey for golden sun moth within these areas 
of potential habitat to confirm the presence/absence of the species.  

The surveys were undertaken in line with the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) survey guidelines for golden sun moth.  
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Figure 1 – Project Area 
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2.0 Methodology  

As per the EPBC Act Golden Sun Moth survey guidelines (DEWHA 2009a
1
), survey was undertaken over a period 

of four (4) non-consecutive days, with survey days targeted based on suitable climatic conditions (as follows):  

 a warm to hot day (above 20°C by 10:00 am);  

 the warmest part the day (i.e. between 10:00 am and 2:00 pm);  

 clear or mostly cloudless sky;  

 still or relatively still wind conditions during the survey period;  

 ≥ 2 days since rain; and  

 staggered to increase the likelihood of detection given the short adult life span (1-4 days between surveys).  

Moths were observed to be flying during a reconnaissance survey in November; therefore targeted surveys 
were commenced immediately.  

The methodology involved a meandering survey (track shown in Figure 2), and point observations. During the 
meander, whenever a moth was identified, the observer would record the GPS location, and count the number 
of moths visible in the immediate vicinity. 

Surveys were completed by an appropriately qualified and experienced environmental scientist.  

3.0 Results  

Survey results are shown in Table 1 and Figures 2. Each patch of potential habitat was surveyed on each survey 
effort, however moths were only identified in one area.    

Table 1 – Survey Details and Results  

Date and Time Weather Sightings Notes 

20/11/2015 
11:00am – 
11:45am 

Sunny, light breeze, increasing to 
windy as finishing survey.  
Temp: 32°C 
Wind: 30km/hr NW 
Rain: 0mm 

0 No moths observed. Wind increased as leaving site, 
mostly sheltered.  

4/12/2015 
11:00am – 
11:45am 

Sunny. 
Temp: 23°C 
Wind: 5km/hr WSW 
Rain: 0mm 

1 1 moth seen north of access road in area 
dominated by Chilean needlegrass (Nassella 
neesiana) with patches of African lovegrass 
(Eragrostis curvula). Area recently heavily slashed.  

5/12/2015 
12:40pm – 
1:10pm 

Sunny, perfect conditions.  
Temp: 29°C 
Wind: 11km/hr S 
Rain: 0mm 

0 No moths observed.  

10/12/2015 
11:20am – 
11:50am 

Sunny.  
Temp: 25°C 
Wind: 13km/hr NW 
Rain: 0mm 

7 7 moths seen in heavily slashed area of Chilean 
needlegrass and African lovegrass, north east of 
access road.  

                                                
1 DEWHA (2009a) Significant impact guidelines for the critically endangered golden sun moth (Synemon plana), Department of 
Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts (Canberra).  
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Figure 2 – Survey Method and Results  
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4.0 Discussion  

The aim of the project was to confirm the presence or absence of golden sun moth within the project area. The 
survey confirmed the presence of golden sun moth to the north of the Brickworks access road, as shown in 
Figure 2. No observations were made in other areas, despite surveys being undertaken in appropriate 
conditions.  

Due to the mobile nature of the species, and the fact that observations are generally made of the flying male 
moths (and not laying females or pupal cases) it is difficult to define the boundaries of a population, distinct 
from areas of otherwise potentially suitable habitat. As such, despite observing golden sun moth in only one 
part of the site, it must be assumed that they could potentially utilise other areas of similar habitat quality that 
are not isolated as a result of barriers that golden sun moth will not cross. Such barriers are taken to include: 

 paved/sealed or otherwise barren ground of more than 15 metres width; 

 buildings of any kind; and 

 trees and shrubs. 

As adult moths have no mouth parts and hence do not feed, the extent of suitable habitat is comprised of 
grassland containing species known to be palatable to golden sun moth larvae. Areas of non-forage grassland 
are assumed to be connecting habitat where patches of forage species occur within 200 metres or less of each 
other. As the dispersal distance of flying males is understood to be 200 metres, the extent of golden sun moth 
habitat is illustrated in Figure 3.  

Having said this, the areas in pink in Figure 3 were subject to a different maintenance regime at the time of the 
survey, with dense biomass levels, rather than heavily slashed as in the confirmed habitat. It is not possible to 
determine based on one survey season whether this is a long term maintenance difference that may be 
influencing population distribution.  

Based on these results, up to 0.5 hectares has been considered ‘confirmed habitat’, and 0.4 hectares ‘potential 
habitat’. All these areas comprise exotic pasture dominated by Chilean needlegrass, a listed weed of national 
significance (WoNS), and African lovegrass. There were no patches of native grass remaining in this area.   

Moth numbers were also very low, with moths only being observed on two of the four surveys.  

This area is considered to represent low quality and highly degraded habitat. It is more than 200 metres from 
other areas of known habitat, and is considered effectively isolated. The high prevalence of noxious weeds, and 
the management regime are risks to the viability of golden sun moth in this area, and this area is considered 
unlikely to contribute to the overall ecological health of the species.  
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Figure 3 – Golden Sun Moth Habitat 
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5.0 Conclusion  

The golden sun moth surveys completed by Umwelt in November and December 2015 confirmed the presence 
of the species within the Project Area, however numbers were very low, and the areas represented low quality 
habitat.   

Once a development proposal for the Brickworks has been determined, and the area of impact understood, a 
self assessment in accordance with the EPBC Significant Impact Guidelines 1.1 (DEWHA, 2009b) should be 
undertaken to determine whether the project will result in a significant impact to golden sun moth. If a 
significant impact is likely, the proposal will require referral to the Department of the Environment.  

Any development proposal will also need to consider whether impact to golden sun moth is significant under 
the ACT’s Planning and Development Act 2007 (PD Act). 

The information presented in this report can be used as the basis for the significant impact assessment under 
both the EPBC Act and PD Act processes. 

As a preliminary determination, based on the findings of this survey, and the previous ecological survey 
completed by Umwelt on this site, it is considered that this area represents an extremely small, isolated and 
degraded habitat patch, and in line with the significant impact guidelines for golden sun moth (DEWHA, 2009a), 
is unlikely to contribute to the overall ecological health of the species.  
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