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Abstract

Suzanne  Mason
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Short-beaked common dolphins (Delphinus delphis) were considered to 
be rare visitors to Port Phillip Bay, Victoria. Here we present evidence of 
a small resident community of short-beaked common dolphins that inhabit 
a narrow stretch of the south-eastern Port Phillip Bay coastline year-
round. Few studies on common dolphins have used photo identification 
to distinguish individuals and investigate social relationships due to large 
population sizes and limited re-sight rates. The presence of short-beaked 
common dolphins along the Mornington coastline has been documented 
by the Dolphin Research Institute’s (DRI) research program since 2006.  
Photo identification data collected during vessel surveys between 2007 

and 2013 indicate that the south-eastern Port Phillip Bay community is 
small, consisting of as few as thirteen adult dolphins and their offspring. 
Association indices indicate that the common dolphins display strong 
social affiliations to specific individuals within the community. A better 
understanding of habitat use and social relationships of these dolphins 
and an assessment of anthropogenic impacts on the dolphin community 
is needed given the small population size and its proximity to an area of 
high recreational vessel use. Land-based surveys and acoustic recordings 
will be used to determine the impact of  vessel traffic on the dolphins’ 
behaviour.

Background 
• Short-beaked common dolphins were considered rare visitors to Port 

Phillip [1] prior to 2006
• DRI first observed common dolphins off Mornington in 2006 and has been 

monitoring the community since 2007
• Common dolphins are considered to be an offshore species[2]; pod size 

can range from ten to thousands of animals[3]

• A Curtin University Ph.D. study, in collaboration with DRI, aims to ascertain 
how vessel-based activities impact the common dolphin community

On-going efforts
• Determine the long-term effect of vessels on the 

resident dolphin community using land-based observations 
and noise loggers

• Work with wildlife managers and the local community to 
reduce vessel impacts
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Discussion
• The common dolphin community, resident to south-eastern Port Phillip, is 

small.
• Strong social associations exist within the dolphin community
• Due to their proximity to the coast, vessel encounters, whether dolphin or 

vessel initiated, are commonplace
• Negative impacts of vessel interaction include 

behaviour changes and injury (Fig. 5A and 5B) thus 
putting the community at risk

Objectives
• Identify social associations in an urban, resident short-beaked common 

dolphin community
• Determine the distribution of short-beaked common dolphin in south-

eastern Port Phillip

• Mornington is located on the south-eastern coast of Port 
Phillip, Victoria (Fig. 1A and 1B)

• Schnapper Point, Mornington, houses a popular public 
boat ramp and harbour

• Vessel activity along the coast increases significantly 
during summer and the peak fishing season

Figure 1B Location of Mornington, 
on the south-eastern coast of Port 
Phillip

Figure 1A  
Location of 
Port Phillip, 
Victoria.

Study Location

Survey Method
• Line-transect survey routes were created in 

DISTANCE[4]  and implemented from 2012, to 
determine the distribution of dolphins (Fig. 2)

• Fin-ID data collected between 2008 to 2011 used 
haphazard survey routes 

• Initial spatial distribution data collected in 2007 
used random line transects Figure 2: Transect survey lines to determine 

the distribution of common dolphins along 
south-eastern Port Phillip

Community social associations
• Sightings details of 12 adult common dolphins, observed more than 

five times between 2007 to 2013, were entered into SOCPROG[5] to 
determine their association index (Fig. 3)

• A simple ratio 
was applied 
to the analysis 
as the majority 
of individuals 
were identified 
during 
encounters

• Strong 
associations 
exist between 
Almost Clean 
Fin and Square 
Notch and also 
amongst Tall 
Fin, Esther, 
Ragged Fin 
and Spot

Figure 3: Sociogram depicting the social association indices of dolphins within the Port Phillip resident short-
beaked common dolphin community. Pairs of individuals are considered to be associated if observed in the 
same group in the same sampling event. The association index is an estimate proportion of time that individuals 
spend together [5]. Strong associations are indicated by an index of greater than 0.65.  Fin-ID image is located close to 
the corresponding individual’s name.

Results

• Frequent re-sightings of 
the same adult dolphins 
indicate that the community 
is resident to south-eastern 
Port Phillip

• The resident dolphins are 
usually observed in close 
proximity to the coast and 
Mornington harbour (Fig. 4)
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Figure 4: Short-beaked common dolphins sightings 2006-2013.  Common dolphin 
sighting data collected between 2006 and 2013. Blue lines indicate depth in 5m 
increments, green lines indicate known marine plankton biodiversity hotspots. 
Bathymetry map courtesy of Dave Ball, DEPI

Figures 5A and 5B: The young calf of 
Square Notch, now named DD, was 
recently struck by a vessel, resulting  in 
considerable dorsal damage

Conclusions
• Strong associations exist between individuals in the small, resident short-

beaked common community
• The dolphins’ residency and close proximity to the coast exposes them to 

the constant threat of vessel impact


