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CONSERVATION UPDATE  
March - May 2019 

Jessica McKelson, Conservation Manager and team 

HIGHLIGHTS 

Podolepis decipiens 

Through a grant provided by the Barb Martin Bushbank, a vegetation study of the Sunderland Bay 

heathland area uncovered an herbaceous plant species that has not been recorded on Phillip Island 

since the mid 1970s.  

Podolepis decipiens is a woolly-stemmed and hairy-leaved herb that grows up to 40 cm high and is 
renewed annually from thickened persistent rootstock. Though it is reasonably common in some 
areas of NSW, Victoria, Tasmania and South Australia, it hasn’t been recorded on Phillip Island since 
1971 and was presumed locally extinct. The species has a patchy distribution scattered widely 
throughout much of Victoria, including into more arid areas and the sub-alps but hasn’t been recorded 
in the Gippsland or Mornington region since the 1980s.  

Recently Phillip Island Nature Parks Rangers found an individual plant growing in the Surf 

Beach/Sunderland Bay area – an important find for Phillip Island and the local region!  

A major threat to this species on Phillip Island is predation by introduced herbivores (mainly rabbits) 

and we are working with Bass Coast Shire Council to exclude rabbits from the area where the plant 

was found to ensure its ongoing persistence.  

The specimen was confirmed by the herbarium as a species of significance, especially to Phillip 

Island.  

 

Neville Walsh from the herbarium quoted: “It’s P. decipiens – we have one collection from the 
Island from 1971, but no more precise locality than that.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.bing.com/images/search?view=detailV2&ccid=xHB0kLql&id=AA0BD8709ECD19D09CC2D7DA0C734731D529427D&thid=OIP.xHB0kLql9N-jyf-180k_wgHaGn&mediaurl=https://data.rbg.vic.gov.au/cip/preview/thumbnail/library/38177&exph=457&expw=512&q=podolepsis+decipiens&simid=608015927481076481&selectedIndex=7
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HABITAT MANAGEMENT 

Weed Management 

Now that the Short tailed shearwaters have migrated to the north, the conservation team is able to 

turn their attention to pest plant works at Cape Woolamai, Swan Lake and Ventnor. Weed 

management may include control of smothering grasses and woody weed removal. Follow up and 

maintenance of these weed works are essential elements in maintaining our environmental assets 

and providing habitat for the shearwaters that will migrate back to our shores in September. 

Coastal / Wetland Management 

Rare plant recovery is a current focus for the conservation team, with the relocation of some remnant 

‘Long-stemmed Purple Flag’ (Pattersonia occidentalis). Five to 10 specimens have been located on a 

track at Cape Woolamai. Although this is not an uncommon species in South Gippsland, the location 

of Island specimens is important for genetic biodiversity. They also provide a great opportunity to 

propagate for use in increasing the genetic diversity through revegetation. Once propagated 

successfully, this species will have potential to be available at the Bushbank nursery.   

  

Image: Long-stemmed Purple Flag’ (Pattersonia occidentalis) 

Woodlands & Fire Management 

The Nature Parks General Fire Fighters (GFF) worked together with Phillip Island and San Remo CFA 
brigades to successfully complete a planned burn for the introduced weed “Tall wheat grass” at 
Fishers Wetland on Thursday 23 May. Originally the team cancelled the burn scheduled for Tuesday, 
due to wet weather. As the weather conditions improved with drying out of the environment, it enabled 
perfect conditions to carry out a successful cool burn. 
 
On the day the GFF worked with Andrew Smith - Acting Operations Officer Bass Coast Catchment -
District 8 – South East Region to complete the burn by 4pm. The site was monitored up to Sunday 26 
May, with welcoming heavy rains completing the blacking out of the site. 
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Images: Phillip Island Nature Parks GFFs working with Phillip Island and San Remo CFA 
bridages at Fishers Wetland.  

 
GFF staff will be conducting burns at burn piles within the Nature Parks from May-July. The burn piles 
are largely for the disposal of accumulated woody weeds and thinning of APZ. 
 
The Nature Parks Fire Operations Plan 2019 – 2021 is available at the following 
https://www.penguins.org.au/conservation/conservation/conservation-programs/fire-management/ 
 

Revegetation 

This financial year, there has been 35,000 plants revegetated across the Nature Parks.  

There were two RACV planting days in the past month which really helped support our revegetation 

outcomes. Day one was spent at the Koala Reserve with over 60 RACV members helping us to plant 

and double guard 250 eucalypts in the woodland area and around the Koala Reserve.  

Day two was a RACV staff excursion. The group assisted planting efforts in Five Ways and Oswin 

Roberts reserves. A total of 1,817 plants were put in the ground including trees, shrubs, grasses and 

creepers. 

The Penguin Parade project planting is progressing nicely. The central spine, carparks and in front of 

the new building have almost been completed. It has taken a great collaboration between staff, 

volunteers and contractors to finish these works.   

  

  

Images: Nature Parks team and RACV volunteers. 

https://www.penguins.org.au/conservation/conservation/conservation-programs/fire-management/
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PEST MANAGEMENT 

Over the past three months a total of 28 feral cats has been removed from areas including 
Summerland Peninsula, Woodlands and the South Coast of Phillip Island bringing the total 
to 112 since July last year. 
 

 
Image: Feral cat from Cape Woolamai in March 2019 

 

In collaboration with Bass Coast Landcare Network, monitoring, rabbit baiting and warren 
fumigation has occurred at key sites along the Ramsar coastline of Phillip Island.  
 
To help ensure Phillip Island remains fox-free, a coordinated baiting and trapping program 
with Parks Victoria has removed an estimated 21 foxes from the Anderson Peninsula in San 
Remo. 
 

 
Image: Foxes along Anderson Peninsula 

 
 

MARINE MANAGEMENT 

Penguins 

PhD project concluded on penguins and their food 

The PhD project by Catherine Cavallo concluded that foraging flexibility in Little penguins has 

implications for the monitoring and management of the penguins’ food web around Phillip Island. 

 

The study was part of the Australian Research Centre (ARC) grant aiming to have a strong 

understanding of how Little penguins fit together in food webs and respond to environmental variation. 

The study used high-precision tools such as DNA-metabarcoding and automated monitoring systems 

to examine relationships between foraging and environmental variation. 

DNA sequences revealed the presence of gelatinous (“jellyfish”) and crustaceous plankton groups 

that have not previously been detected in the Little penguins’ diet. 
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The study provided an estimate of how much food Little penguins consume per year which is crucial 

information to guide the management of the food supply of penguins at Phillip Island in the future. 

 
The presence of jelly fish was detected in the Little penguinsô diet for the first time. Traditionally 
viewed as being not a food in the ocean, DNA technology has revealed that many animals do actually 
consume jellyfish. 
 

Penguin numbers 

The average number of penguins crossing the beach at the Penguin Parade in May 2019 was 1,127 
penguins per night. This is higher than the same time the previous year (1,049 penguins per night).  

The number of penguins returning home is high as we are currently in the Autumn breeding season. 

 

Seals 

“Annual SealSpotter Challenge” launch on 8 June 2019 

The launch of the “Annual SealSpotter Challenge” coincided with World Ocean Day and was 

registered on the list of activities occurring around the globe. The Nature Parks team voted for the 

name of the challenge, which aims to count 4,000 images, three times each in two weeks. We also 

aim to engage Citizen Scientists in as many countries as we can. 

 

Last year we had 644 participants, representing all continents except Antarctica that counted 

approximately 600,000 seals. So, we know we can do it and look forward to sharing this year’s 

results. 

THREATENED SPECIES UPDATE 

The draft application to the Translocation Evaluation Panel (TEP) for the reintroduction of Bush stone-

curlews has been completed and the document is being edited before 

being submitted for the August TEP meeting. Designs and location for 

the Bush Stone-curlew release aviary have been finalised and we are 

working with Island Steel to fabricate the materials. 

Image: The pegged out site for the Bush stone-curlew release 
aviary (30m x 8m) located in the North Plantation  

near the Koala Reserve 
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As part of our community engagement strategy around threatened species, we have been working 
with Newhaven College students to foster an ownership of the Bush stone-curlew program.  
 
Newhaven College is right next-door to the proposed Bush stone-curlew release area and it is highly 
likely that the birds will disperse onto their school grounds for feeding at night. For this reason it is of 
upmost importance that the students understand the significance of the project and the unique 
opportunity Phillip Island can play in threatened species conservation across Victoria. 
  
Year 9 students assisted in the design of the soft-release aviary, giving their input based on the 
ecological requirements of the birds. These designs formed part of the brief delivered to Island Steel 
who are supplying and fabricating the materials for the aviary. 
 

 
Images: Two of the concept designs for the Bush stone-curlew aviary developed by  

Year 9 students at Newhaven College 

The students were excited by the possibility of Phillip Island being host to future threatened species, 
recognising the unique opportunity we have with our fox-free status to act for wildlife in Victoria. We 
will continue to work with students and teachers at the college as well as integrating our Education 
Department and Volunteer Program to foster ownership of the threatened species program as it 
develops. The students’ passion for threatened species was evident with them creating a wire Bush 
stone-curlew sculpture that has been gifted to the Conservation Department (image below). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dr. Andrew Claridge (NSW Parks and Wildlife Service) visited Phillip Island in May and gave staff an 
introduction into surveying for native truffles. Native truffles form an important part of the diet of Long-

nosed potoroos and this information will be important when considering this species for the future.  
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Images: Dr. Andrew Claridge explaining truffle surveying techniques to Duncan, Susan and 
Tom; using the techniques to look for native truffles in Ventnor Koala Reserve 
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Eastern-barred bandicoots 

We have continued to monitor for the parasite toxoplasma gondii in the Eastern barred bandicoot 
population on Phillip Island. This parasite is spread in the environment by feral cats and can be fatal 
to bandicoots. Any roadkill bandicoots are sent to the Melbourne Zoo Veterinary Department for 
assessment and of the 11 bandicoots sent up in the last six months, only one has come back positive 
for the toxoplasmosis disease. While roadkill bandicoots are an unfortunate occurrence, it does show 
a positive sign that the population is spreading into new areas.  

 

WILDLIFE REHABILITATION & MANAGEMENT 

Koalas 

We have a koala joey at the Koala Reserve! The koala named ‘Ella’ who is five years old, has the 
first confirmed joey at the Koala Reserve since 2014. The joey is now four to five months old, so it is 
quite early in the process and the staff are anticipating that all will go well.  Ella is in the Koala 
Boardwalk, so the joey will be visible to the public as it begins to emerge from the pouch. 

 

 

Image: Ella showing off her new joey. 

Wildlife Clinic 

¶ Rehabilitation staff responded to 77 calls in May. 

¶ Rehabilitation staff have also attended to wallabies, brushtail and ringtail possums, Australian 
magpies, Short-tailed shearwaters, Cape barren geese, Pacific gulls, a Boobook owl, 
Kookaburra and a Hoary-headed grebe during May. 

¶ Currently two Brushtail possums, one Ringtail possum and a Hoary-headed grebe are in care. 
 
Two Little penguins allegedly stolen from the St Kilda colony were retrieved by DELWP staff from a 
backyard in the Northern suburbs in early May. These penguins were in poor body condition and were 
taken directly to Melbourne Zoo where they were assessed and treated. Once stable, the penguins 
were transported to the Nature Parks’ Wildlife Clinic to finish their rehabilitation and ensure they were 
in tip top condition prior to being successfully released at Summerland beach. 

  

Image: Wildlife being released back to their habitat. 
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TRAINING & PRESENTATIONS 

Hooded Plovers  

The Hooded plover team participated in the 7th National Beach Nesting Birds Conference at Inverloch 
in late May. The conference was aimed at introducing the latest research and innovation in shorebird 
conservation.  
 
The keynote talk was from Mark Brown, the Director of Nature’s Valley Trust in South Africa 
discussing research, social engagement and community tools used in the successful conservation of 
shorebirds. The conference was a fantastic opportunity for our team to present our long-term Hooded 
plover conservation program results as well as exchanging ideas with scientists, land managers, 
stakeholders and community groups.  
 
Dr Peter Dann presented the analysis of effects of Phillip Island Nature Parks’ successful fox control 
program on the Hooded plover population recovery (graph below) and Shani Blyth presented our 
current management strategy. Both presentations were co-authored by Jon Fallaw, Alona Charuvi, 
Rachael Ferguson and Daniel Lees.  

 

 
Image: Adult Hooded Plover (T. rubricollis ) numbers counted annually since  

population monitoring started at Phillip Island 
 
Our team is using the lessons learned at the conference with our analysis of results from previous 
seasons to plan and further improve our efforts for the upcoming breeding season (2019/20).  

VOLUNTEERS / STUDENTS 

National Shorebirds Conference 

Hooded Plover Watch Staff and Volunteers were lucky to attend the National Beach Nesting bird 
Conference in May. There was a very good range of talks from all over Australia and even from South 
Africa presenting the highlights, challenges and engagement strategies. There were also a number of 
offsite trips to get the chance to go birdwatching and learn about different areas. These types of 
events are a great way to network and learn from other land managers and volunteers from around 
the country.  

 

Image: Peter, with Volunteer Kerrin and Therese  

birdwatching at Wonthaggi Wetlands.  
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National Volunteer Week  

National Volunteer Week was a time for celebration at Phillip Island Nature Parks, along with 
thousands of other organisations across the nation, who benefit from the ongoing contributions of an 
army of willing volunteers. Festivities kicked off on Tuesday 21 May with a celebratory lunch at the 
Woolamai Beach Surf Life Saving Club to honour the hard work, commitment and passion that 
volunteers bring to the Nature Parks. 
 
“You all make a world of difference in your own way to the programs you’re involved in,” said Nature 
Parks CEO Catherine Basterfield as she addressed the gathering. “As a collective we can all make a 
world of difference helping protect nature for wildlife and inspiring people to act. It’s very fitting that 
this event is being held here at Cape Woolamai, given the significant contribution volunteers have 
made to this area with the removal of weeds, and revegetation projects that have changed the face of 
the dunes. I’d like to take this opportunity to also thank the Woolamai Surf Life Saving Club for 
generously donating this venue for this occasion.” 
 
Two of the Nature Parks’ longest serving volunteers, mother and daughter team Lyn and Bet Francis, 
spoke about their experience volunteering at the Barb Martin Bushbank for the past 20 plus years. 
 
Dressed in their volunteer uniform of apron and gloves, Lyn and Bet talked about the importance of 
being able to help the environment and meet new people, and that the people at the Bushbank have 
become like family. There were more than a few chuckles when Lyn asked her mum why she still 
volunteered, and Bet’s response was “Well, I am still alive.” 
 
Following a tasty lunch supplied by Kate’s Plates, awards were presented to a select group of 
volunteers who had attained 10 or 20 years of service, and they were sincerely thanked for their 
contribution to our Island home. 
 
“As well as thanking our volunteers, I’d also like to thank Phillip Island Nature Parks, Zoos Victoria 
and the many organisations in the Victorian cultural and tourism industry, affiliated with the Cultural 
Volunteers Managers Network, who generously provided opportunities for volunteers to obtain free 
entry, tours and a range of activities as part of National Volunteer Week” said Rachael Ferguson, 
Nature Parks’ Volunteer Coordinator 

 

Image: Lyn and Bet Francis doing their speech at our Luncheon celebration 

 

Image: Carmen collecting her gift for 10 years of Volunteering at the Nature Parks  
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GRANTS / EXTERNAL FUNDING 

 
Three bandicoot pens have recently been installed in our Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic as part of the 
DELWP Wildlife Shelter Grant. This purpose-built threatened species facility will allow us to 
rehabilitate and monitor any injured bandicoots or small mammals, that are found on Phillip Island and 
Churchill Island. These pens are modelled on similar pens used in captive breeding facilities such as 
at Zoos Victoria.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image:  Bandicoot release pens at the Wildlife Rehabilitation Clinic - once these tussock 

grasses develop they will provide an important refuge for recovering bandicoots 

 

DELWP Wildlife Shelter Grant was also able to support our rescue operations for injured wallabies 

found in an event of a wildfire, with the design and development of three specialised wallaby bags. 

Thanks to the grant, we have the correct tools which will help us transport wallabies that have been 

impacted by fire, in these special custom designs, which Moonlit Sanctuary were able to support us 

with the design. 

 

Image:  Ash and Dan with one of the custom wallaby bags  

for emergency wildfires. 


