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Taxonomy 
Anseranas semipalmata (Latham, 1798) 

Current conservation status 
Listed as threatened under the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 (SAC 2003). 

Categorised as Near threatened in the 2013 Advisory list of threatened vertebrate fauna in Victoria (DSE 2013). 

Proposed conservation status 
Vulnerable in Victoria 

Criterion D1 

Species Information 

Description and Life History 
Magpie Geese are large black and white birds, to 92 cm long, with a long neck and relatively long legs. Their 
plumage is white on the back, shoulders, rump, breast and belly; black on head, neck, wings and tail. The head has 
characteristic naked red skin on the face and a rounded knob on the crown (which is larger in males). The knob 
increases in size with age. Under-parts are white, with contrasting black edges on the under-wing. The bill, legs 
and feet are orange. Magpie Geese are quite different to most other waterfowl in having strongly clawed toes that 
are webbed only on their basal halves (hence the species name semipalmata). In flight, the Magpie Goose is a 
large black and white goose with mainly black under-part and contrasting white under-part. The wings are rounded 
with a slow flapping beat. 

Magpie Geese are normally seen in groups around wetlands such as large freshwater lakes, slow moving 
waterways and swamps. In recent years the taxon has been recorded from Serendip Sanctuary (where they have 
been specifically bred in the 1960s-1980s), Edithvale wetlands near Melbourne and Church Swamp in far south 
west Victoria. Records outside the south west of the state are almost all of single birds (M. O'Brien pers. obs. 
October 2018). 

Generation Length 
The generation length of Magpie Geese is estimated to be 13 to 15 years. In the wild, the average life span is 15 
years for adults but can be up to 27 years (Tulloch and McKean 1983; Tulloch 1985). These figures are based on 
the tropical (northern Australia) population and the temperate Australian population may be a smaller figure in a 
lower productivity environment of SE Australia (M. O'Brien pers. comm. Nov. 2018). 

At a workshop to review the Bird Action Plan, held in August 2019, unpublished data suggested a figure of 8.1 
years. 

Distribution 
The taxon is endemic to Australia and New Guinea. Emison et al. (1987) noted that 'Today most, and probably all, 
sightings are of birds (or their progeny) that have been released at various sites (e.g. Tower Hill) in attempts to re-
establish them.'  The taxon was re-introduced to various Victorian localities from Serendip Wildlife Research 
Station in 1964 with further introductions since 1973 e.g. 300 birds at Tower Hill plus other sites at Kyabram, Sale 
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and Kerang, but the last two failed (Marchant and Higgins 1990). The birds are really only reliably recorded from 
southwestern Victoria, with few birds observed elsewhere in the state. 

There have been no further (recent) reintroductions, although released birds are known to come and go from 
Serendip (M. O'Brien pers. comm.). There is also a population known across the border in SA (Bool Lagoon area) 
and birds likely move between Victoria and SA according to habitat and food availability (M. O'Brien pers. comm. 
October 2018). 

Habitat 
Magpie Geese require tall erect vegetation for nest construction and support, over deep water, with or near large 
areas of aquatic grasses for food for young (Marchant and Higgins 1990, p. 1115). This habitat type is now much 
reduced in Victoria due to wetland alteration and drainage, and thus breeding opportunities are thought to be rare 
and/or limited (M.O'Brien pers. comm. 2018). 

Marchant and Higgins (1990) noted that '...in former range (the taxon) used large shallow wetlands formed by 
runoff e.g. Bool Lagoon (SA)'. The distribution is determined by the presence of surface water (Marchant and 
Higgins 1990). 

Threats 
The taxon was originally extinct in south-eastern Australia by 1920-30. It is unlikely to return to the original 
population size of many thousands as observed by early settlers, due to recent and current water management of 
suitable wetlands and historic loss of Deep Freshwater Marshes in SE Australia (M. O'Brien pers. comm. Nov. 
2018). 

Habitat modification (wetland drainage etc.), shooting and conflict with agriculture are usually thought to have 
caused the extirpation of this taxon from south-eastern Australia (Emison et al. 1987). Birds were previously shot 
and poisoned by farmers in response to their grazing on crops (Frith 1977). Hunting of geese for game and food 
purposes contributed to the initial decline. Studies have documented the effects of lead contamination on Magpie 
Geese as a consequence of contamination of breeding sites by lead pellets (Harper and Hindmarsh 1990), 
however lead shot has now been phased out. 
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Evidence:  
Ineligible under Criterion A 

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. 

 

Evidence: 
Ineligible under Criterion B 

The Extent of Occurrence (EoO) across the taxon's range, based on accepted, post-1970 records in the Victorian 
Biodiversity Atlas (VBA), is estimated to be 68,358 km² which exceeds the threshold for criterion B. 

The Area of Occupancy (AoO) across the taxon's range, based on 2 x 2 km grids derived from accepted, post-1970 
records in the VBA, is estimated to be 712 km² but other thresholds under this criterion have not been met. 
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Evidence: 
Ineligible under Criterion C 

It is estimated that there are 700 to 1,000 mature individuals, but other thresholds under this criterion have not 
been met. 

 
Evidence: 
Eligible under Criterion D as Vulnerable 

The taxon is estimated to have 700 to 1,000 mature individuals. There have been no dedicated surveys to 
ascertain the population size and preferred habitats of Magpie Geese in Victoria, but it is estimated there may be 
(at most) up to 1000 birds, all of which have arisen from reintroduction projects in the 1960s-1980s. 

As noted in Emison et al. (1987, p. 66), 'Today most, and probably all, sightings are of birds (or their progeny) that 
have been released at various sites (e.g. Tower Hill) in attempts to re-establish them.' 

Criterion E (Quantitative Analysis) was not addressed as the taxon does not have a detailed Population 
Viability Analysis. 
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