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Introduction
Nereia lophocladia is a small brown algae
that is typically less than 15 cm long. The
species was initially described from Port
Phillip Heads in Victoria in 1888, however
it has not been observed in Victoria for
more than a century since its discovery.
In 1980, a second population was
discovered at Muttonbird Island off Coffs
Harbour in NSW and was considered the
only known remaining population of the
species.

Figure 1: A Nereia lophocladia growing on
characteristic hard substrate (Photo: L. Mamo)

Targeted surveys for the species at

Description

Muttonbird Island and surrounding reefs
in 2015 found multiple patches, which
have been found each year since then. In
2018, wide-ranging surveys of Nereia
lophocladia discovered new patches from
Sawtell to Woolgoolga Headland,
expanding the known distribution of the
species.
Although the known range of Nereia
lophocladia has expanded in recent years,
it is still listed as a ‘critically endangered’
species in NSW under the Fisheries
Management Act 1994. There are heavy
penalties for harming, possessing, buying
or selling it, or for damaging its habitat
(see ‘Legal implications’).

Nereia lophocladia is one of four species in
the genus Nereia. It is a small species,
typically growing to less than 15 cm long,
but may grow as large as 30 cm. It has
seasonal alternating life history stages, in
which it goes through a microscopic stage
as well as a macroscopic (visible) stage.
The macroscopic (visible) stage is
observed only in winter to early summer
(typically July to December). The
gametophytes, or sexual phase in the life
cycle, are microscopic and too small to be
observed in the field.
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Figure 2: The indicative distribution of Marine Brown Alga, Nereia lophocladia (as of December 2018).

Habitat and Ecology
Nereia lophocladia is found on hard
substrate at the sand/reef interface on the
seabed in about 3 - 12 m depth of water.
Knowledge of the species’ biology and
ecology is only just emerging due to very
few sightings prior to 2015.
Nereia lophocladia is thought to have
limited dispersal capabilities; although it
was recently observed exclusively covering
a decorator crab which may assist with
dispersing the algae (Figure 3).

Figure 3: A decorator crab covered in the critically
endangered Nereia lophocladia. Movement of
these crabs into other locations may promote the
establishment of new habitats for Nereia
lophocladia. (Photo taken from Coleman et al.
2018)
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Legal implications
It is illegal to collect and keep, buy, sell,
possess or harm Nereia lophocladia (or any
other threatened species in NSW) without a
specific permit, licence or other appropriate
approval, and significant penalties apply.
For critically endangered species these
penalties can include fines of up to
Figure 4: A Nereia lophocladia (Photo: L. Mamo)

$220,000 and up to 2 years in prison.

Conservation and recovery

There can also be significant penalties for

actions

causing damage to the habitat of a

• Minimising or mitigating the impacts of

through such actions as dredging and
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vicinity of the species, including during
recent upgrades of the Coffs Harbour
breakwall.
• Most locations where Nereia lophocladia
has been observed are within the

threatened species without approval
construction.
The impact of developments or activities
that require consent or approval (in
accordance with the Environmental
Planning and Assessment Act 1979 and
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Fisheries Management Act 1994) must be
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actions are likely to result in a significant
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For further information

habitat, a detailed species impact

See the NSW DPI website:

statement must be prepared.

www.dpi.nsw.gov.au

Strategies that have been adopted for

Contact the NSW DPI Threatened Species

promoting the recovery of Nereia

Unit: PO Box 1305

lophocladia to a position of viability in
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nature are set out in a Priorities Action
Statement.

Email:
fisheries.threatenedspecies@dpi.nsw.gov.au
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Figures 5 and 6 (above): Recent sightings of
Nereia lophocladia (Photos: B. Kelaher)
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