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Short-nosed (Aipysurus apraefrontalis) and Leaf-scaled (A.
foliosquama) sea snakes are restricted to coral reefs in
Western Australia. Both species are known from Ashmore and
Hibernia Reefs, while the Short-nosed has occasionally been
found between Exmouth and Broome. As closest relatives,
they are both around 80 centimetres long and are banded
purplish-brown. They are distinguished by the size and shape
of their heads – hence their common names.

Both species forage in crevices and burrows on shallow reef
flats and edges and have powerful venom with which to
subdue their prey. Little is known of their diets other than
Leaf-scaled sea snakes feed on a variety of reef fishes such
as wrasse and gudgeons, whereas the few diet records
available for Short-nosed sea snakes suggest they might prey
mostly on eels.

The Short-nosed and Leaf-scaled sea snakes are fully marine
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and rarely come ashore. They belong to the Hydrophiini – a
group of more than 60 species that evolved from Australia’s
venomous land snakes and are now found throughout the
Indo-West Pacific.

Status

Short-nosed and Leaf-scaled sea snakes were prolifically
abundant on Ashmore and Hibernia Reefs during the 1970s
and 1990s. However, Mick Guinea and colleagues have
documented dramatic declines in both species since 1998. No
Short-nosed or Leaf-scaled sea snakes were recorded on
either reef during intensive surveys between 2001 and 2012.

The status of Short-nosed sea snakes on the Western
Australian coast is unknown, but the few scattered records
between Exmouth and Broome suggest they were never
widespread.

Both species are classified as Critically Endangered by the
IUCN and under Australia’s Environment Protection and
Biodiversity Conservation Act.

Threats

The reasons for the severe declines of Short-nosed and Leaf-
scaled sea snakes remain a mystery. Nine other sea snake
species have disappeared from Ashmore and Hibernia over
the last 15 years, yet their habitats are intact, and snakes are
not affected by over-fishing. This may suggest major
environmental change, perhaps related to surface water
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A high and dry Short-nosed sea snake. Hal Cogger
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each morning, with a special wrap on Saturday.

temperatures, salinity and rainfall patterns, and
sedimentation. In the same period seismic surveys for oil and
gas have increased, using air gunning, although the impact on
sea snakes is unknown.

Whatever factors are responsible, they have not only affected
the snakes in shallow coral areas but also species that once
occupied the reef edges, seagrass beds and deeper waters
surrounding the reef.

Strategy

Continued surveys of the sea snakes are vital. These should
focus on Ashmore and Hibernia reefs, but should also include
coastal reefs where the Short-nosed has been recorded and
might still exist. If the Leaf-scaled sea snake is not already
extinct, there may yet be time to enact a recovery plan for
both species.

We need a better understanding of environmental and direct
human threats to sea snakes. First, environmental conditions
on Ashmore and Hibernia reefs should be compared to reefs
that still support healthy numbers of sea snakes. Studies of
the impact of seismic air gunning on sea snakes are also
urgently needed and will soon be underway.

Conclusion

Solving the mystery of the decline of Short-nosed, Leaf-
scaled and other sea snakes in Ashmore and Hibernia will
require a multidisciplinary effort. However, if sea snakes are
indeed a miner’s canary of coral reef health, understanding
their disappearance should be a top priority for marine
conservation.

The Conversation is running a series on Australian
endangered species. See it here
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this is a really good series with fundamental information about endangered
species. 
The Australian public are concerned about our diminishing biodiversity and
donate millions of dollars to Environmental Non-Government Organisations evey
year. E.g. Australian Conservation Foundation, Wilderness Society. The Tax
payer also makes large contribution through the Federal and State Governments
which must add up to billions per year(?). 
I question the way these limited funds are expended. For example…

Read more

Murray Webster
Forestry-Ecology Consultant/Contractor

Community standards

Republishing guidelines

Friends of The Conversation

Job Board

Our feeds

Donate

Community

Who we are

Our charter

Our team

Partners and funders

Contributing institutions

Contact us

Company

Editorial  editorial@theconversation.edu.au

Support  support@theconversation.com

Contact

Subscribe to our Newsletters

 AU  UK







Privacy  pol icy  Terms  and  condit ions  Correct ions Copyright  © 2010–2013,  The  Conversation Media  Group

Oldest

https://donate.theconversation.edu.au?dt=bf/
https://donate.theconversation.edu.au?dt=bf/
https://donate.theconversation.edu.au?dt=bf/
https://donate.theconversation.edu.au?dt=bf/
https://theconversation.com/sign_in?return_to=%2Faustralian-endangered-species-sea-snakes-12054%23comments
https://theconversation.com/sign_in?return_to=%2Faustralian-endangered-species-sea-snakes-12054%23comments
https://theconversation.com/sign_up?return_to=%2Faustralian-endangered-species-sea-snakes-12054%23comments
https://theconversation.com/sign_up?return_to=%2Faustralian-endangered-species-sea-snakes-12054%23comments
https://theconversation.com/profiles/murray-webster-8925
https://theconversation.com/au/community_standards
https://theconversation.com/au/community_standards
https://theconversation.com/au/republishing_guidelines
https://theconversation.com/au/republishing_guidelines
https://theconversation.com/au/friends_of_the_conversation
https://theconversation.com/au/friends_of_the_conversation
http://jobs.theconversation.edu.au/?utm_source=theconversation.com&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=footer
http://jobs.theconversation.edu.au/?utm_source=theconversation.com&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=footer
https://theconversation.com/au/our_feeds
https://theconversation.com/au/our_feeds
https://donate.theconversation.edu.au?dt=footer/
https://donate.theconversation.edu.au?dt=footer/
https://theconversation.com/au/who_we_are
https://theconversation.com/au/who_we_are
https://theconversation.com/au/our_charter
https://theconversation.com/au/our_charter
https://theconversation.com/au/our_team
https://theconversation.com/au/our_team
https://theconversation.com/au/partners
https://theconversation.com/au/partners
https://theconversation.com/institutions
https://theconversation.com/institutions
https://theconversation.com/au/contact_us
https://theconversation.com/au/contact_us
mailto:editorial@theconversation.edu.au
mailto:editorial@theconversation.edu.au
mailto:support@theconversation.com
mailto:support@theconversation.com
http://jobs.theconversation.edu.au/?utm_source=theconversation.com&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=footer
https://theconversation.com/au/our_feeds
https://donate.theconversation.edu.au?dt=footer/
https://theconversation.com/au/privacy_policy
https://theconversation.com/au/privacy_policy
https://theconversation.com/au/terms_and_conditions
https://theconversation.com/au/terms_and_conditions
https://theconversation.com/au/corrections
https://theconversation.com/au/corrections
https://theconversation.com/au/who_we_are
https://theconversation.com/au/who_we_are

	theconversation.com
	Australian endangered species: Sea snakes


	VjaWVzLXNlYS1zbmFrZXMtMTIwNTQA: 
	form4: 
	q: Search analysis, research, academics…


	VjaWVzLXNlYS1zbmFrZXMtMTIwNTQA: 
	form5: 
	subscribe[regions][]: uk
	subscribe[regions][]_(1): au
	subscribe: 
	subscribe[email]: Your email address


	VjaWVzLXNlYS1zbmFrZXMtMTIwNTQA: 
	form3: 
	subscribe[regions][]: au
	subscribe[regions][]_(1): uk
	subscribe[email]: Your email address
	subscribe: 




