
Dolphin Health Project

Walk for Western Port 2015  - thank you 

Special appreciation for making the day such a success to Justin Betts from Whitelight Photography, Tiana V 
singer/songwriter, Faery Emma of Stardust Fairies, Lachlan Wilde from Totally Wilde Magic and  Mikaela Fowler 
- Miss Western Port 2015.

STK Imports
The Mornington Peninsula 

News Group

Thank you to our Event Partners and Sponsors

Nearly 250 walkers, with families from 24 schools (plus about 120 paws) helped 
to celebrate Western Port and raise over $15,000. Thank you for the fantastic 
effort by our team, supporters and participants.  

Dolphin Fishing Deaths
The deaths of eight dolphins and 
four seals in Australian waters during 
the fishing operation of the ‘factory 
trawler’ the ‘Geelong Star’, was very 
concerning. 

The Australian Fisheries 
Management Authority (AFMA) 
responded quickly; night fishing is 
now banned (the deaths occurred 
at night) and the ‘Geelong Star’ is 
required to improve marine mammal 
exclusion devices, install tamper-
proof cameras and have two AFMA 
officers on board all trips. If any 
dolphins die in future operations 
of the ‘Geelong Star’, AFMA will 
close the fishing in the relevant 
management zone for six months. 

However, the issue of marine 
mammal deaths as by-catch in 
Australian waters is larger than the 
operation of the ‘Geelong Star’, 

The sight of Ragged Fin with her 
new calf being flanked by Esther 
(above) was a great way to begin 
the trials of new survey techniques 
developed as part of the three year 
Dolphin Health project.  

We think this is Ragged Fin’s first 
calf.  Seeing Ester so close makes 
sense because we know she has had 
at least three calves of her own and 
experienced mothers are known to 
take on a “matriarchal” role.   

Surveys in Port Phillip and Western 
Port have found both bottlenose 
and common dolphins with new 
calves, but most importantly, we are 
collecting thousands more images 
for us to monitor the populations.  

Skin health is the only indicator of 
dolphin health that can be gained 
without invasive measures such 
as biopsy or capture, requiring 
only quality images that show 
the dolphin’s flank. These can be 

obtained by researchers with a 
permit to approach closely, or by 
“citizen scientists” on commercial 
vessels or private vessels who 
regularly have dolphins bow-ride 
during their normal activities.

It’s normal for dolphins to get 
various lesions on their skin 
throughout their lives and these 
heal surprisingly quickly in healthy 
animals. Persistent or worsening skin 
lesions can indicate that dolphins are 
under stress and enable action to be 
taken before we start seeing animals 
wash up on beaches.  

A major part of the Dolphin Health 
Project is the historical analysis of 
our photos dating back to 1993 
which will enable us to understand 
what is “normal” for our population 
and give a context to pick up 
changes into the future. 

So far over 11,000 of the film 
images from 1993 to 1998 have 
been scanned using the new 
(high-resolution) scanner with 
individual ID’s and lesions logged. 
Nearly 20,000 images from 1999 
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to 2006 will be analysed in the 
months ahead.  The analysis of the 
digital images taken from 2007 to 
2015 is occurring in parallel with 
8,000 images processed and 16,000 
remaining. 

The outcome will give us a model 
of the skin condition of our Port 
Phillip dolphins over nearly a 
quarter of a century to help us 
understand what is “normal” in 
terms of the type, extent and 
progression of lesions over this time. 
This will give us a reference and 
tool to evaluate the condition of 
these animals (and possibly other 
populations) into the future.   

This work is conducted under 
a research permit from the 
Department of Environment, Land, 
Water and Planning. It is part of 
the National Whale and Dolphin 
Protection Plan and funded under 
the Australian Government’s 
National Landcare Programme.  

To the best of our knowledge this 
is the first time that a study of this 
extent has been possible. 

Photo: David Donnelly



Avante Marine
Bayside City Council
Bullfrog’s Bali
City of Casey
City of Kingston 
Club Marine
Coastcare
Department of ELWP
Department of the Environment 
Dolphin Products
Eastern District Computer Services
Esso & BHP Billiton

Thank you, Supporters

Welcome to our 
New Members

Jai Barrrand
James Lasker

David Moroney
Ruth Rehfisch

Genevieve Rogan
Victoria Thorne

Viv Williams

Vale, Matilda Fitz-Gibbon
We would like to express our kindest 
thoughts to the family of Matilda who died 
on 2 April 2015. Matilda had been a valued 
supporter of the Institute since 1996. 
We are blessed to have people like Matilda 
who believe in DRI. Her daughters Ruth 
and Tess and son John are continuing to 
support us in memory of their mother. 
Thank you.

Newsletter Feedback
We are keen to get your feedback on our 
new-look newsletter.  Over the next few 
months we may contact some of you for 
your thoughts.  You can give us feedback 
by phone at 1300 130 949 or by email at 
comms@dolphinresearch.org.au    
Let us know what you want in your 
newsletter. Looking forward to hearing 
what you have to say.
   

Dinner for Our 
Dolphins
Put Saturday the 17th of 
October aside for the 2015 
“Dinner for Dolphins”. 
This will be at Mount Eliza’s 
beautiful Ranelagh Club 
overlooking the bay and our 
dolphins’ backyard.  More 
details to follow.

Good Company
Ian Potter Foundation
Lord Mayor’s Fund
Martha Cove
Melbourne Water 
Midland Insurance Brokers
Moonraker Charters
Mornington Peninsula News 
Group
Mornington Peninsula Shire
Mornington Sea Glass

Natures Organics
Promotion Products
Ritchies Supermarkets
Trigger Bros.
Visitor Publications
Western Port Marina
Westernport Holden
White Cleland Solicitors
Yaringa Marina

From the Chair 
Ian Stevenson
Your reading of 
this newsletter 
will show you that 
there is much to 
celebrate in our Dolphin Research 
Institute. Now in our 25th year of 
operation, we continue to operate 
effectively under our three pillars – 
‘Leadership, Education, Research’. 

Leadership is a theme that allows 
DRI to influence government 
policy, coastal and marine issues 

in general. See the article on the 
Geelong Star that demonstrates 
our straightforward, evidence-
based, balanced approach. 

We seek to engage and influence 
on a broad range of matters related 
to marine health. This was well 
demonstrated in May with 250 
walkers including families and 
schools, participating in the ‘Walk 
for Western Port 2015’. 

Linked to this is the ongoing 
success of our ‘i sea, i care’ 
Ambassador program. This 

continues as a basis for Education 
with over 3000 young student 
leaders involved over a long 
period. We thank the strong 
support from local government for 
both this and future generations. 

Our Research pillar is particularly 
dynamic, assisted by our current 
federal government grant. The 
logging of dolphin fin digital 
images over eight years has been 
achieved. This provides a valuable 
data set for subsequent phases of 
this research project including 
field studies to include skin lesions 

and general marine health. Your 
support for all our activities is 
greatly appreciated. 

Our Board warmly welcomes your 
input in any form, be it active 
volunteering, sponsorship or other 
means. Our Winter Appeal and 
17 October’s ‘Dinner for Our 
Dolphins’ are both commended 
for your interest and involvement. 

We all look forward to DRI’s 
progression to even higher levels.

2015 Walk for Western Port Cont...
Entertainment before and after the 
Walk made it even more special. 
Lachlan the magician, Emma the 
face painter and Tiana the singer 

made it a great day, for a great cause! 
It’s special to note that Lachlan was 
an ‘i sea, i care’ Ambassador at 
Tyabb Primary!

Leadership     community



1300 130 949

Ariel, Ariel’s Calf and 
Ariel’s grandcalf
Helen Braybrook, Research Officer  

Ariel was one of the first bottlenose 
dolphins identified in 1993 by our 
research team. DRI was just starting 
out as a research 
organization and 
so the quality 
of photos was 
less than today. 
Nevertheless, Ariel’s 
distinctive fin is 
seen nearly every 

Sue Mason 
Research 
Director
2015 is shaping 
up to be a very 
important year in our research 
program. 

Our understanding of the issues 
facing our common dolphins is 
becoming clearer as the data analysis 

and writing for my PhD nears 
completion.  I hope to present this 
later in the year at an international 
conference and to use it to support  
management recommendations to 
our government. 

The Dolphin Health Project 
is progressing well and we are 
confident that it will make a 
long-term contribution to the 
conservation of marine mammals in 
our region.  

We are also very pleased in the 
contribution that the monthly 
Community Dolphin Monitoring 
Program is making to our 
understanding of the seasonal 
patterns of dolphins, birds and 
other species in eastern Port Phillip. 
Our appreciation goes to loyal 
participants who make it possible. 

Call the office or contact me at 
research@dolphinresearch.org.au 

if you would like to join us on the 
second Sunday of every month. 

year since then. 
When I first came across a 
great fin ID photo of her, it 
was like meeting a celebrity – 
she is easily one of our most 
famous dolphins!  
Her calf, ‘Ariel’s Calf ’, 

was hit by a boat propeller 
in 2002 leaving distinctive 
scars. Ariel’s Calf has 
become as well known as 
her mum and has at least 
two calves. 
One calf was named 
Tangles after being 

Research      for conservation 

rescued by DRI in 2013 from a 
serious entanglement in shark line. 

These are stark reminders of the 
threats posed by humans. 

Ariel is still being 
photographed and we 
believe that she had 

another calf in 2011, which makes it 
younger than her grandcalf! 
This shows us that bottlenose 
dolphins are long-lived residents in 
Port Phillip with the presence of at 
least three generations.  
Dolphins have strong social 
structures and females will care for 

calves that are not their own. This 
is known as allopatric care and is an 
important behaviour in pods. 
The presence of vessels can affect 
these complex dolphin social 
behaviours so it is important we 
respect them and obey the 100m 
rule !  (Please contact us for your 
“Keep OUR Dolphins in the Bay” 
stickers). 
I hope to see Ariel and her family in 
more photos as I look through our 
data set and see what they have been 
doing these last 25 years!

Mangrove Planting.... / p1  Dolphin Deaths

so it is heartening that AFMA’s 
tough new conditions apply to ALL 
mid water trawlers; this should 
increase protection for marine 
mammals in Australian waters. 

The Institute takes a balanced, 
evidence-based approach to these 
matters and accepts that sustainably 
managed, commercial fishing has 
an important role in Australia. The 
risk to non-target species in these 
fisheries must be managed, but there 
will always be some risk. 

The Institute released a media 
statement calling for the AFMA to 
respond strongly to avoid future 
deaths. As Jeff Weir said “Our 
goal must be to eliminate marine 
mammal deaths as by-catch in 
Australian waters.” 

We call for more research into the 
risk that by-catch poses to dolphin 
communities, both from the point 
of view of improving technologies 
and avoiding vulnerable populations.  

The Two Bays Whale Project is 
a new citizen science initiative 
designed to formalise what has 
previously been the informal but 
mostly robust recording of sightings 
of large cetacean species within Port 
Phillip, Western Port and adjacent 
waters (Barwon Heads to Inverloch). 
The current data set dates back to 

2000 with some supplementary 
sightings from previous years back 
to 1984.
This project will have the capability 
to provide a repository for fin, 
fluke (humpback), lateral jaw line 
and callosities (southern right) 
photographic identification imagery. 
The image repository will be a 
resource for existing identification 
catalogues e.g. Victorian southern 
right whale catalogue (held by 
Mandy Watson) and Victorian 
humpback whale catalogue (held 
by David Donnelly, DRI’s Research 
Officer). 
The key species for this citizen 

science project will be humpback 
and southern right whales but may 
also include other species such as 
killer, minke and blue whales.
The launch of the project coincides 
with the Queen’s birthday weekend 
which has long been referred to as 
‘Whale Weekend’, as historically this 
time typically reflects the beginning 
of the Victorian whale season.
A facebook page has been set up for 
the project: www.facebook.com/
twobayswhales and our website 
will have links.  Sightings can be 
reported via the facebook page or to 
0487 745 066.

The Western Port Seagrass 
Partnership has completed phase one 
of a project to protect the eroding 
coastline at Lang Lang.
This project is a partnership with 
funding and land management 
agencies and the community. The 
$20,000 project has been funded by 
the 2014/15 Victorian Community 
Coastcare Grants Program, with 
the support of Parks Victoria, the 
responsible agency for this section of 
the coastline.
Plantings are done by community 

volunteers including DRI’s Mandy 
Robertson (above) and Helen 
Braybrook. Volunteers can register 
their interest at seagrass.com.au

Contact us if you would 
like a copy of our sticker 



Ambassadors Open 
National Conference
Tiana, Charlotte and Amy did 
themselves, and DRI, proud at 
the opening of the National Sea 
Change Conference at Cape 
Schanck in March. They are pictured 
with the CEO of the Seachange 
Taskforce, Alan Stokes. With future 
environmental leaders like these, our 
coasts are in good hands.

Mandy Robertson,  
Education Director

Have you ever 
wondered how to truly 
evaluate the service 
that you and your organization is 
offering to schools and the wider 
community? It’s a question we get 
asked on a regular basis, and it’s not 
always easy to answer on paper. But 
when you see the look of wonder 
and engagement on students’ faces 
as they explore their own marine 
backyard, it’s clear we are doing 
something right. This photo shows 
students from Highvale Primary 
enjoying the fabulous Balnarring 
Beach at a recent session on human 
impact on the marine environment.

The fact that schools book repeat 
programs each year is also a good 
benchmark for us and the ‘í sea, 
i care’  program is no exception. 
Some of our schools are now in their 
10th year of participation.  With 95 
schools involved, we are proud to 
say that the ‘i sea, i care’  Marine 
Ambassador program is gaining a 
reputation for strong environmental 
leadership.
As usual, it has been a busy term 
so far. Below are some images of 
our Ambassadors in action at a 
peer teaching workshop at Boneo 
Primary and a Marine National 
Parks workshop at Ricketts Point.

Education      the next generation

Leadership      ‘i sea, i care’

Walk for 
Western Port
Almost 70 students 
from 24 schools across 
the region, including 
21 current ‘i sea, i care’ 
schools, joined in our 
Walk for Western Port 
and made the day extra 
special. 

‘i sea, i care’  in Action
Ambassadors working at Rickett’s Point Marine 
Sanctuary (below and centre) and training as peer 
educators (right). 


