
catchment, population growth and 
more severe weather events through a 
changing climate result in greater risks 
to our bays.  

After the breaking of the drought in 
late 2010, with huge flushing from the 
catchment, we started to see unusually 
prominent skin lesions on the dolphins 
in Port Phillip. This is the reason we 
began our work on dolphin health.  

There is reason for concern, especially 
with the population around the bays 
expected to double to 8 million by 2050. 
However, there is some positive news.  

The review of the Port Phillip Bay 
Environmental Management Plan (EMP) 
and the release of the first State of the 
Bays report provide clear evidence that 
Port Phillip is healthier than it was 50 
years ago. There has been some very 
effective work done to protect our bays 
during the past 20 years. Many issues 
remain but the actions in reports and 
other plans list many concrete actions 
to address the knowledge gaps and 
challenges facing our bays. 

You have to wonder what the health 
of our bay is really like. Twenty one 
beaches were declared unsafe for 
swimming following heavy rain in 
January this year. It was 32 beaches 
closed in 2014.

These warnings are actually predictions 
by the EPA using computer models, 
factoring in the amount of rain, wind, 
tides and other things to warn us 
about the likely water quality at beach 
locations. It is followed up by water 
sampling and analysis which, at the 
moment, isn’t done in real time. 

The trigger for concern is high readings 
of “E. coli”, a strain of bacteria found 
in the guts of mammals. They are 
indicators of faecal pollution and the 
likely presence of pathogens. This could 
be caused by sewage pollution or the 
excretion of other mammals such as 
dogs or farm animals in more rural 
catchments.  

The map shows the creeks and rivers 
in the catchment for both bays (red 
shows poor water quality). Rain flushes 
the catchment of wastes, sediments 
and chemicals into both bays. The 
combination of development in the 
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CARING FOR OUR 
BAYS SINCE 1991

Photo: Daniel Pockett

Bottlenose dolphin and calf, Port Phillip 2017. 
Photo: Sue Mason

STATE OF THE BAYS 
DRI commends the report as a 

trustworthy and accessible resource  
about the bays ‘ formation, how 

they work and the unique life they 
support. Topics include: water quality, 
mangroves/saltmarsh, seagrass, reefs, 

fish and birds. 
DRI highly recommends the report 
as a valuable reference tool. Find 
it  at dolphinresearch.org.au or                    

ces.vic.gov.au

THE STATE OF OUR BAYS .......

If it’s not safe for humans, is it safe for dolphins?

The State of the Bays report is the first 
five-yearly independent statement of 
the most current understanding and 
health of our bays. It is both a valuable 
and accessible resource about the life 
and condition of these environments 
and a report card to assess the 
success of the Port Philip EMP, Coastal 
and Catchment Plans, to hold the 
government to account.   

The Institute is closely involved in 
influencing these planning processes 
and our ‘i sea, i care’  Program and 
Dolphin Health research are cited in the 
PPB EMP and State of the Bays reports. 

Yes, we should be concerned about 
improving the health of our bays, our 
dolphins’ home. DRI will continue to do 
our best through all our programs to 
work with the community and agencies 
to ‘Care For Our Bays’.    

Report dolphin and 
whale sightings to  

dolphinresearch.org.au  
1300 130 949

All sightings are 
confidential and not 

released publicly.



SO FAR IN 2017 ....

NEVER TOO YOUNG TO BE A 
DOLPHIN RESEARCHER
Our ‘Dolphin Researcher for a Day’ program 
is always very popular with primary-aged 
children (and their parents!) We run this during 
most school holidays and it introduces children 
to dolphin behaviour, what they eat, echo-
location (role-playing being a dolphin!) and 
then, how dolphins are identified. 

By using photos of real dolphins from our 
database of fin ID’s, the children are given the 
task of matching the dolphin photos they’ve 
been given to the catalogued dolphins. This 
is done through comparing the nicks and 
notches on the dorsal fin, just as real dolphin 
researchers do! 

AMBASSADOR SCHOOLS SHINE IN STATE AWARDS

WORLD OCEANS DAY - JUNE 8 

DRI  is proud to announce that six of our ‘i sea, i care’ Ambassador schools have been rewarded in the 
ResourceSmart Schools awards. This is a Victorian government program to encourage environmental 
sustainability in primary and secondary schools throughout the state (more details about the program at www.
resourcesmartschools.vic.gov.au). It complements our ‘whole-catchment’ approach to caring for our bays.

Congratulations to the following finalists and winners:

Community Leadership Primary School of the Year - Moorabbin Primary School (winner), St Louis De 
Montforts Primary School (finalist), St Josephs Catholic Primary School, Crib Point (finalist)

Water Primary School of the Year - St Louis De Montforts Primary School (winner)

Waste Primary School of the Year - (finalists) Mentone Primary School, St Macartans Parish Primary School

Primary Teacher of the Year - Maree Bailey, Mentone Primary School (winner), Sandra Surace, St Catherines 
Primary School (finalist).

Maree Bailey, Mentone Primary School St Louis De Montforts Primary School

Moorabbin Primary School

World Oceans Day is a global day of ocean 
celebration and collaboration for a better future. 

This year DRI is planning fun ways to celebrate 
World Oceans Day. Details soon on our website.

DRI surveys found that 66% of people don’t know 
the recommended dolphin approach distances. 

It’s fine if dolphins approach you, but slow down 
and don’t follow them. Penalties are very heavy.  
Get the stickers on1300 130 949 or our website 

dolphinresearch.org.au.  

NEW STICKERS

The photo 
(left) shows 
DRI’s Education 
Officer, Mandy 
Robertson, 
with students 
from 
Moorabbin 
Primary 
School inside 
our inflatable 
whale at their 
Science Fair.

•	 Supported DELWP with response to 
strandings (Dept Env, Land, Water & Planning)

•	 Hosted Regional Managers Workshop for 
Central Coastal Board  (part of DELWP’s 
Statewide Coastal Assets program)

•	 Contributed to Port Phillip Environmental 
Management Plan 

•	 Developed 2 new research projects
•	 Continued our Dolphin Health Study 
•	 Established South East Water dolphin 

sighting network
•	 Continued our Community Dolphin 

Monitoring Project in Port Phillip

•	 Applied for 3 major grants to 
continue our research and education 
programs

•	 Produced the 2016 Two Bays Whale 
Project report 

•	 Attended extraordinary meeting of 
Western Port Biosphere (UNESCO)

•	 Over 100  ‘i sea, i care’  Ambassador 
schools enrolled in seven regions

•	 Conducted 23 education programs, 
19  ‘i sea, i care’  workshops, 8 
holiday programs/festivals and 24 
talks at school camps.



DRI has five citizen science programs using keen 
volunteers to provide sightings of dolphins and 
whales in Victoria. We are proud to continue our 
lead role in the development and support of the 
Two Bays Whale Project. The Two Bays Whale 
Project is a citizen science initiative between the 
Dolphin Research Institute, Wildlife Coast Cruises 
and Killer Whales Australia. 
The project is designed to formalise the 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 dating to 1984. It will also 
be a repository for images of fins and flukes 

NEW RESEARCH TOOL DEVELOPED BY DRI

People who often see dolphins at ‘their’ beach 
can be reluctant to report where ‘their’ dolphins 
are. By not reporting sightings, people may not  
be protecting the very dolphins they think they 
are protecting. If the dolphins aren’t known to 
be there, why would they need any protection 
in the future? 
The more sightings DRI adds to our database, 
the stronger our knowledge base is about 
Victoria’s dolphins. The more sightings we 
have of dolphins in our bays and waterways, 
the more ‘dots on the map’ we can add to our 
database. This is invaluable in monitoring our 
current resident dolphins in Port Phillip and 
Western Port, and vital for their future and the 
planning of coastal Victoria.
Remember - don’t approach dolphins. If they 
swim to you, enjoy their presence, and let them 
swim away. Do not chase or follow them. As a 
rule, keep a hundred metres away (300m for 
jetskis). More about the approach distances on 
our website. Every sighting is valuable, and is 
easy to do on our website.

DRI does not publish nor in any 
way advertise the locations of the 
sightings we receive.

REPORT YOUR SIGHTINGS 
AND PROTECT DOLPHINS... 

Report your whale 
sightings to the Two Bays 
Whale Project via DRI’s 
website at 
dolphinresearch.org.au

DRI’S CITIZEN SCIENCE IN ACTION
(humpback whales) and callosities (southern 
right whales), as well as a resource for existing 
identification catalogues. 
The key species for this citizen science project are 
humpback whales and southern right whales but 
also includes other species such as killer whales, 
minke whales and blue whales, also occasionally 
seen.
In 2016 there were 86 confirmed separate 
sighting events (58 Western Port region and 
28 Port Phillip region), of 3 confirmed species 
(southern right, humpback and killer whales). 
There were 2 unconfirmed but probable minke 
whale sightings. The estimated number of 
individuals is 161 ( best estimate after omitting 

The Institute’s Dolphin Health Study is now in its 
third year and we are making great progress. We 
have monitored our bay’s dolphins for more than 
25 years and the resident bottlenose dolphin 
population seems to have been quite stable over 
that time. A community of common dolphins 
became resident in the bay approximately 10 
years ago; this seems to be unique in the world. 
DRI believes that monitoring the population status 
and skin health provides a crucial indicator to the 
health of our dolphins and also their environment. 
Recently we have developed a digital tool to 
monitor dolphin skin health. This is a key outcome 
of the Dolphin Health Project funded under the 
National Whale and Dolphin Protection Plan. 
Called SkinMap, this world-first tool provides 
a precise, quantitative method to describe the 
skin health of dolphins from photographs in 
our database. It is non-invasive and allows us to 
understand what is ‘normal’ for these dolphins.  It 
will be a way to detect subtle changes early. These 
changes can be used to shape current and future 
management plans.
Dolphins can be an early indicator of a system 
out-of-balance. We know it is quite normal 

for dolphins to get various types of lesions on 
their skin. The presence, extent and nature 
of skin lesions can be a sign of the health of 
dolphin communities. Healing is relatively fast 
for healthy animals in healthy environments. 
Stressed animals in unhealthy environments are 
believed to show longer healing times, more 
severe lesions and possibly develop secondary 
infections. 
Research suggests that rapid changes in salinity 
and temperature are linked to an increase in 
lesions. DRI noted an increase in the extent 
of lesions on resident Port Phillip dolphins in 
2010/2011. This coincided with the rains and 
flushing of the catchment following the breaking 
of the drought. 
The health of catchments influences the health 
of the bays which in turn affects the health of 
the marine environment, not just dolphins. It is 
important to take this whole ecosystem view. 
This is why we are involved in things like the Port 
Phillip Bay Environmental Management Plan and 
State of the Bays Report. 
Healthy Catchments, Healthy Bays, Healthy 
Dolphins.

probable and known re-sights). The success 
of the 2016 season can be attributed to an 
excellent network of enthusiastic supporters, 
good communication and collaboration between 
organisations.  
Our second Whale Festival at Phillip Island will be 
in the July school holidays. This is run with Phillip 
Island Nature Parks and Wildlife Coast Cruises. 
More information on our website/facebook closer 
to the time. 



Bay Fish N Trips
Bayside City Council
Bullfrog’s Bali
City of Casey
City of Greater 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
Kiss Printers 
Ian Potter Foundation
Martha Cove
Midland Insurance Brokers
Moonraker Charters
Mornington Peninsula News Group

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

Go to dolphinresearch.org.au or 1300 130 949. 

OUR PEOPLE ARE OUR FOUNDATION 

The  Dolphin Research Institute relies on contributions from donors like you. 
Your support is a tangible way to help care for our dolphins and bays.

The next on-line auction will 
be just in time for Mothers’ Day 
2017. Spoil your mum and help 
the dolphins at the same time! 
All items have been donated 
by generous supporters and 
businesses. Thank you for your 
help. Keep checking our website 
and facebook for details.

  NEXT AUCTION TIN HOSTERS 
Thanks to the nearly 
400 businesses 
around the greater 
Melbourne region 
that have our 
donation tins. 
Look for the 
leaping dolphin!

SWIM WITH WHALES 
IN TONGA - AND HELP 
SUPPORT DRI
The  Dolphin Research Institute’s Research 
team is leading a week of swimming with 
whales from the 10-17 August in the 
beautiful Kingdom of Tonga.

 DRI’s David Donnelly runs ethical 
eco-whale swim tours during the winter 
months on the Blue Water Explorer, with 
local Tongan guides.

DRI’s Research Director, Sue Mason, will 
be joining David Donnelly for this week 
only. Supporters are invited to join Sue 
and David for this chance to swim up 
close, safely and ethically with humpback 
whales.

Blue Water Explorer runs a very strict 
ethical swim policy. They don’t swim with 
cow and calves and limit interactions 
to whales that are inquisitive about 
the swimmers. See more details on our 
website dolphinresearch.org.au 

Dakota Nicholls is a special ‘i sea, i care’ Ambassador from the 
Mornington Peninsula region.  Dakota held a very successful 
fund-raising ‘Afternoon Tea’ for our 2016 Walk for Western 
Port.  The amazing banana dolphin creation was made 
by Dakota’s mum, Cassie. (And thank you Cassie, for the 
donation you made to DRI from your Trivia night!). 
Dakota and her fellow Ambassador, Georgia, also held a 
‘nude food’ day at their school, Somerville Primary. Their 
message was to reduce the plastics and other wrappings that 
can end up in drains and waterways by bringing lunches in 
re-usable packaging – such as lunch boxes. The girls also 
made a ‘pollution poster’.  They took this poster to every class 
in their school and talked about the issues facing our bays 
and dolphins.
Dakota received the Ambassador Fundraiser of the Year 
award at the end of 2016 (opposite). Thank you Dakota and 
your family, and all our Ambassadors, for all you do for our 
living marine treasures.
The Dolphin Research Institute’s  ‘i sea, i care’ Ambassadors 
are typically in Grades 5 and 6. They develop self-confidence, 
presentation and leadership skills, whilst learning about the 
marine environment. There are 110 schools enrolled in seven 
regions this year, encouraging over 450 budding Marine 
Ambassadors!  These young people will be the future carers 
of our bays and dolphins, and we are immensely proud of 
them all. 


