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‘Skin Map’ - For Dolphin Health
Seeing your doctor about a 
rash or a mole usually prompts 
questions about how long have 
you had it, how has it changed 
and maybe, whether others in 
your family are affected.  

Dolphins are no different but 
up until now there has been 
no tools to map the skin health 
of individuals and groups of 
dolphins. 

This is important because there 
are likely connections between 
skin condition and the health of 
dolphins and possibly also their 
environment.  

The above image shows a Port 
Phillip dolphin with substantial 
skin lesions. It was taken by DRI 
during recent surveys for the 
Dolphin Health Project.   

A grid over the image is used to 
help us record the skin condition 
seen in photographs.  

International 
Context  
Late last year Sue Mason,  DRI’s 
Research Director, attended the 
Society for Marine Mammalogy 
conference in San Francisco. Sue 
is pictured with her research 
poster on common dolphins. 
(Downloadable from DRI’s 
research page).  

Over 2500 marine 
mammalogists attended,  and 
almost 1000 posters were 
presented. 

This provided Sue a great  
opportunity to validate our 
dolphin health project and to 
build collaborations.

Sue reported back that the 
interest in marine mammal 
health has never been higher  
and that she felt that in many 
ways our work is “up there with 
the best”. 

We can all feel proud about the 
valuable contribution that DRI is 
making to dolphin health. 

Being able to use photographs 
is a big advantage because it 
causes no harm. We can also 
use images from partners and 
citizen scientists. Images from 
colleagues in other states are 
already being used to ground-
truth the tool.   

Ultimately we will be able to 
record the type and coverage of 
lesions and track how they heal 
in individuals as well as groups. 

We are confident that in the 
long-term we will be able to pick 
up subtle changes and propose 
responses before it is too late.

A completely safe “skin mapping 
tool” to monitor dolphin health – 
what an important outcome!  

Thank you to the Federal 
Department of Environment for 
funding the Dolphin Health Project 
under the National Landcare 
Programme-Natural Heritage Trust.   

Leap Of Joy  Recent DRI surveys in the Gippsland Lakes to monitor dolphin health 
captured this wonderful moment.  

On our website...

DRI’s Raffle:  Win three 
days swimming with 
humpback whales off Tonga. 

Report your whale and 
dolphin sightings as part of 
the Two Bays Project.

Support our 
25-Year Appeal



Since The Last Newsletter ....

Thank you for your support - Amart Sports Mornington, Bakers Delight Hastings, Boost Juice Frankston, Brendon’s  Home Made Cakes, 
Domino’s Pizza Hastings, Eliza Meats, Faber-Castell, Foodstar Frankston, Gluten Free Food, Kings Creek Hotel, Subway Hastings

Ambassadors from four regions attended - Aspendale Gardens PS, 
Carrum PS, Clyde PS,  Cranbourne West PS, Derinya PS, Eastbourne 
PS, Heaney Park PS, Kilberry Valley PS, Lynbrook PS, Lysterfield PS, 
Mentone PS, Mornington Park PS, Mt Martha PS, Osborne PS, Somers 
PS, Somerville PS, St Brendan’s PS, St Catherine’s Parish School, St 
Patrick’s PS and Toorak College. Great to see you all!

Lily Warren – Miss Western Port, 2016 

Totally Wilde Magic 

DRI has: 
•	 Completed research reports 

on the harassment of 
dolphins and understanding 
of the regulations.

•	 Made a submission to 
the Victorian Biodiversity 
Strategy Review.

•	 Met with the State of the Bays 
Reporting team.

•	 Met with the Port Phillip 
Environmental Management 
Plan Review Team.

•	 Held our 6th Walk for Western 
Port.

•	 Assisted the investigation 
into a pygmy sperm whale 
stranding.

Face painting: Jodie Armitage  and Fairy Annabel

Ambassadors from 21 schools joined the Walk

25 Year Celebration ...
Executive Director Jeff Weir and 
Chair Ian Stevenson at DRI’s 25th 
Anniversary dinner at All Smiles, 
Docklands. Over 100 supporters, 
volunteers and staff helped DRI 
celebrate. 

Stranding Investigation ...
Research Officer, David 
Donnelly represented DRI at a 
multi-agency response to the 
stranding of a pygmy sperm 
whale in Gippsland in May. 

No definitive cause of death was 
found. 

There has been at least one 
other stranding of this species in 
Victoria recently. 

The necropsy was held at the 
University of Melbourne’s vet 
school in Werribee. This was 
an important opportunity for 
future vets to develop skills with 
marine mammals. 

Melbourne Zoo, Parks Vic, 
Museum Victoria and DELWP 
were also involved. 

The sixth Walk for Western Port 
was held on the wild and wet 
first Sunday in May. Over 130 
people attended and over $8000 
was raised for our research and 
education programs. 

The Dolphin Research Institute is 
committed to this event as a way 
to get the community involved. 

•	 Had our 25th anniversary 
celebration event.

•	 Continued our website re-
development.

•	 Undertook research surveys 
in the Gippsland Lakes.

And in Education 
•	 Reached 104  ‘i sea, i care’ 

schools in 7 regions.

•	 Run 28 ‘i sea, i care’ 
workshops, for 450 
Ambassadors.

•	  Held 34 school programs.
•	 Conducted 9 adult 

education programs.

2016 Raffle (Drawn 24 June)

Win three days swimming 
with humpback whales off 
Tonga worth $1000.  (Water 
component only).

Also family passes for a whale 
trip on Wildlife Coast Cruises and 
Phillip Island Nature Parks. 

Tickets: dolphinresearch.org.au

 Sammy the Seal from Wildlife Coast Cruises 

Special thanks to 

Josie Jones – 
Share the Word Design Studio



Ignorant Users of the Bay Put Our Dolphins At Risk 
DRI saw a problem, conducted two studies and here are the results .....

Surveys were conducted by volunteers and staff at the ‘i sea, i care’  
Challenge and boat ramps.

Volunteers at the lookout making observations every 3 minutes. 

  The full regulations are on our Research page and Report 
Sighting page at www.dolphinresearch.org.au

The studies were developed 
during 2015 after hearing 
reports about dolphins being 
harassed near Rye, especially 
with jet-skis. We wanted to 
find out what was actually 
happening and what could be 
done.  

One study looked at how close 
vessels were approaching 
dolphins, and the other surveyed 
the bay-users if they knew the 
rules about how to behave 
around dolphins.

Many hours of observations, 
using special ranging binoculars 
with an in-built compass, 
enabled us to record the 
presence of dolphins and how 
close vessels were getting. 

Questionnaires were conducted 
at boat ramps and other coastal 
locations.    

The key results:  
•	 Vessels were very close nearly 

the whole time dolphins were 
present (85%).

•	 Ordinary motor vessels were 
seen close to dolphins about 
three times more often than 
jet-skis (50% vs 15%).  

•	 Dolphins were present in the 
surveyed location for 50% of 
the time. 

•	 More than 60% of people 
surveyed either didn’t know, 
or thought that they can 
approach closer than, the 
regulated distances.

•	 Ninety percent of respondents 
didn’t know the correct 
approach distance from 
dolphins for jet-skis (300m). 
This was only marginally 
better for boat license holders, 
at 70%.

Many of the results surprised 
us; especially the long periods 
of time the dolphins were 
spending with vessels so close 
and in this relatively small area.

This poses a very real risk to 
the dolphins’ welfare.
We were also surprised by the 
evidence showing low levels of 
interactions for jet-skis, given 
the community reports.   

The confusion about the 
approach regulations was no 
surprise, given the complexity of 
Victoria’s regulations. 

The full reports have been sent 
to the Minister for Environment 
and we have spoken to DELWP 
wildlife officers.  

Our recommendations call for 
greater enforcement of the 

rules during the peak season, 
and to simplify the regulations 
and improve communication 
campaigns. 

DRI will strengthen our own 
communication programs 
before next summer and seek 
funding to support expanding 
these pilot studies so that we 
can better understand the 
situation.   

These studies were only possible 
because of our dedicated 
volunteers and team, and the 
generosity of our long-term 
supporters who helped us to 
fund this important work. 

Supporting our 25-Year Appeal 
is an important way to help 
us make a difference for our 
dolphins.            

Approach Rules: Boat: 200m for whales 
Jet-ski: 300m for dolphins & whales 
Swimmers: 50m whales, 30m dolphins
Go to Report Sightings page on DRI’s website 
for more information and links. 



Bay Fish N Trips
Bayside City Council
Bullfrog’s Bali
City of Casey
City of Dandenong
City of Kingston 
DELWP
Department of the Environment 
Dolphin Products

Thank You To Our Supporters -  and please support them! 

Eastern District Computer Services
Esso & BHP Billiton
Good Company
Ian Potter Foundation
Martha Cove
Midland Insurance Brokers
Moonraker Charters
Mornington Peninsula News Group

Mornington Peninsula Shire
Office of Catholic Education
Mornington Sea Glass
Ritchies Supermarkets
Trigger Bros.
Western Port Marina
Westernport Holden
White Cleland Solicitors

Our People Are Our Foundation .... In Her Own Words - thoughts from a DRI intern 
By Stephanie Strange, (BSc student, Monash University)

“Last summer I had the privilege of interning at DRI, and it was 
extremely enriching. I learnt so much about our local marine life, in 
particular our resident common and bottlenose dolphins.

What I found to be especially exciting were the boat trips. DRI’s 
research permits allow them to get close to these dolphins, enabling 
them to capture high definition evidence of their behaviour and 
their individually unique fin markings.

As a scientist in the conservation field, I am extremely interested in 
following the ongoing research which Jeff, Sue and Dave undertake 
regarding the dolphin skin lesions.  The research on these lesions will 
be one to watch as it could be a window into the integral health of 
our water, a responsibility of everyone.

Secondly, I found it astounding to see the ongoing and tireless 
efforts by Mandy and both Jenny’s in the fundraising, awareness and 
education departments. It is extremely difficult to keep not-for-profit 
organisations such as DRI afloat, and it is thanks to them, as well as 
the readers of this newsletter, that it continues to be a successful 
organisation.

I will return to my studies this year with much more perspective on 
the many facets of wildlife conservation organisations and hopefully 
one day find myself fortunate enough to be able to call it a career.”

Please note : internships and tertiary placements are offered on a limited 
basis for local students when the timing and resourcing allows.  Contact us 
via our website. We cannot offer placements to international students.

DRI’s role of “protecting our marine treasures” is really all about 
working with people.  Just look at the pages of this newsletter.

Our loyal team and supporters are the most important people of 
all. Many have been with us for more than two decades -- nothing 
would be possible without the faith you show in us. 

We have decided to share with you 
some stories about our people, the 
first being our Research Director, 
Sue Mason.

Sue brings passion and a diverse 
background and strong work ethic 
to her role at DRI. 

Initially a primary school teacher, 
her interest in whales took her to Hawaii for 8 years to study 
humpback whales as a research volunteer. She then undertook a 
science degree at Monash University and volunteered with DRI. This 
was followed by an Honours degree studying our dolphins and now 
a PhD project (enrolled at Curtin University) looking at our common 
dolphins.  She is now our full-time Research Director and finalising 
her PhD.

Sue’s talents as an educator, photographer and scientist all get 
used to the maximum in her role. The above image shows her 
photographing one of our common dolphins as part of the dolphin 
health project.  She is equally at home with 30 grade 1’s on a rocky 
shore platform or speaking to a group of adults in our centre.  

Sue has strong networks with many leading scientists who she is 
able to call on to discuss ideas and improve our research programs. 
It has also opened up opportunities to participate in world-class 
projects.

You can see from Sue’s background the importance of volunteering 
and building relationships with mentors. It is the best way to create 
opportunities to learn about science and working in teams.     

For a small organisation like DRI having someone like Sue with 
her skills, commitment to our organisation and the ability and 
willingness to help where needed, is critical to our success.      

www.dolphinresearch.org.au


