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Foreword

This year marks ten years since 

the tragic death of Hamish 

Saunders, and this report is 

dedicated to his memory.

Since the Hamish Saunders Memorial Trust was 
established in 2005, eight island surveys have been 
successfully undertaken.  This report documents 
the results of the 2013 survey which was based at 
Cape Bruny, on the southern tip of Bruny Island, 
and also included visits to Courts, Partridge, 
Southport, Sterile and Actaeon Islands.

The ongoing partnership between the Hamish 
Saunders Memorial Trust and the Tasmanian 
Government continues to fulfil the Trust’s 
mission, which is to nurture future leaders in the 
knowledge, conservation and management of 
marine (including island and coastal) environments.  
This year, Emily Gray and Marc Choromanski 
joined the team of ecologists undertaking the 
surveys of South Bruny Island and beyond.  I 
understand that both Emily and Marc gained 
considerable experience in a wide range of 
survey techniques, as both have attested in their 
contributions to this report, and have taken 
home life long memories.  I thank them and 
the Tasmanian team for their contribution in 
undertaking the survey and documenting this 
report.

Complementing previous Hamish Saunders 
Memorial Trust surveys, the 2013 survey has 
provided a wide range of information on natural 
values which will greatly assist in the future 
management of these important and unique 
islands. 

Alistair Scott 
General Manager

Natural and Cultural Heritage Division.
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Hamish Saunders was a New Zealand volunteer 
who died tragically in 2003 while conducting 
survey work on a Tasmanian endangered species 
program.  Hamish graduated from Waikato 
University with a First Class Honours and Masters 
degree in marine geology.  He later completed a 
postgraduate GIS course with distinction. He also 
achieved qualifications as a scuba dive instructor, 
was a good sportsman and was talented, not 
solely academically, but as an all round individual.

As an explorer, Hamish achieved in his 26 years 
much of which most only dream. From Antarctica 
to the Galapagos, Central America, South 
America, South-East Asia, Europe and Australia, 
he combined his passion for the natural world 
and conservation with that of an interest in local 
cultures and people.  Not only did he travel to 
these places, but he also took a great interest in 
the people around him.  He touched many lives.  
Hamish was a remarkable and talented young 
man.  The passion and enthusiasm he engendered 
in those whom he met and the gentle leadership 
he embodied is his legacy.

This island survey program is dedicated to the 
memory of Hamish Saunders and intended 
as a platform for emerging leaders in nature 
conservation.  The Tasmanian Government’s 
commitment and long-term support for the 
program is reaffirmed in the publication of each  
of the expedition reports.

The ongoing partnership with the Hamish 
Saunders Memorial Trust, is once again, most 
gratefully acknowledged.  Thanks go to David, 
Andrew and Alan Saunders for their support 
and facilitation.  Special thanks this year also go 
to travel award recipients, Emily Gray and Marc 
Choromanski, both aspiring and worthy future 
leaders in coastal conservation.

We are most grateful to Parks and Wildlife Service 
Bruny Island staff, Bernard Edwards and Scott 
Thornton, who were very helpful in both planning 
and conducting the trip.  We also thank Wildlife 
Management Branch staff, Mike Greenwood 
and Glenn Woodruff who provided boat based 
support and transport to and from the offshore 
islands.  

The DPIPWE Hamish Saunders Memorial Trust 
Steering Committee assisted in the DPIPWE team 
selection, as well as planning and coordination for 
the trip.  Most notably, Margaret Horton provided 
huge support for the team and the trip, before, 
during and after the surveys, thank you so much.  
A special thank you also to Tonia Cochran for her 
ongoing advice on the fauna of Bruny Island and 
for granting us permission to conduct surveys on 
her land.

The 2013 Bruny Island Hamish Saunders Memorial 
Trust team comprised Sally Bryant, Marc 
Choromanski, Michael Driessen, Rosemary Gales, 
Nicole Gill, Emily Gray, David Pemberton, Tim 
Rudman and Micah Visoiu, they worked hard and 
well as a team.  The whole team contributed text 
for this report, with Micah Visoiu coordinating and 
compiling the content, many thanks to all.  Sophia 
Callander came on board to edit and polish the 
final text, for which we are extremely grateful.  
Thanks also to Inkpot Studios for the graphic 
design and layout of the report.

It is now 10 years since Hamish’s death and 
we have conducted and published reports of 
eight surveys, all of which contribute to our 
knowledge and appreciation of the beautiful, but 
fragile Tasmanian offshore islands. It is a fact that 
without the agreement between the Trust and 
the Tasmanian Government, this work would not 
have been undertaken.  It is also most fitting that 
this survey, based at Cape Bruny, is where the 
memorial seat to Hamish is placed with a view, on 
very clear days, to Pedra Branca.

For more about Hamish and the Trust, visit  
http://www.hamishsaunders.com/

Hamish Saunders ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Water support provided by Wildlife  
Management Branch staff, Glenn Woodruff and 

Mike Greenwood, with Rosemary Gales

Bruny Island Tasmanian Parks and Wildlife  
Staff Scott Thornton and Bernard Edwards.

Sunset Cape Bruny Lighthouse
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HAMISH SAUNDERS TRUST 
ISLAND SURVEYS: 2005 - 2013

Hamish Saunders Trust Island Surveys: 2005 - 2013

Trip Year Location Volunteer 1 Volunteer 2 One of many highlights

1 2005 Tasman Island Jenni 
Drummond

Andrew 
Dopheide

Nine species of land snail were collected 
adding to the previously one known 
species including a new “Tasman Island” 
species.  This survey formed the basis to 
the successful cat eradication program 
undertaken several years later.

2 2006 Three 
Hummock 

Island

Jacqueline 
McGowan

Brent Barrett A range of mammals were identified 
including long-eared bats, forester 
kangaroo, brush-tailed possum, ring-tailed 
possums and eastern pygmy possum.

3 2008 Prime Seal 
Island

Bridgette 
Moffat

Dylan Van 
Winkel

An additional 40 species of plants were 
added to those known for the island, 
taking the total to 193.

4 2009 The Islands 
of Macquarie 

Harbour 

Briar Hill Natasha 
Wilson

One orchid species was found that 
was not known to occur in the south 
west of the state and this discovery has 
considerably increased the known range of 
this species.

5 2010 Inner Sister 
Island

Asher Jones Claire Taylor The first record was made of Tasmanian 
pademelons climbing and foraging in 
African boxthorns and other shrubs.

6 2011 Schouten 
Island

Nick Page Cally 
Hammond-

Tooke

Eleven species of terrestrial mammal on 
Schouten Island including seven species of 
bat were recorded for the first time.

7 2012 Flinders Island Ali Caddy Laura Hines The endangered swift parrots were 
observed breeding in the Mt. Strzelecki 
area - the first formal breeding record on 
Flinders Island.

8 2013 South Bruny 
and offshore 

Islands

Emily Gray Marc 
Choromanski

The Tasmanian long-eared bat was 
recorded on Bruny island for the first time 
and many plant species were added to 
flora lists of the five small islands visited.

11
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Many of us can remember exactly where we were, 
and what we were doing on that fateful afternoon 
of Tuesday 15th April 2003, the memory of the 
tragic event forever etched in our minds.  As 
a legacy to the memory of Hamish, the New 
Zealand based Hamish Saunders Memorial Trust 
support two volunteers from New Zealand to 
partner with Tasmanian Government scientists 
to gather information on the natural values of 
Tasmanian islands.  These survey trips target some 
of Tasmania’s most remote, wild and beautiful 
locations, and provide information critical for the 
management and conservation of the islands. 

Since the Memorial Trust was established in 
2005, a partnership between the Saunders family 
and the Tasmanian Government, eight survey 
trips have been undertaken around the coast of 
Tasmania.  This has provided the opportunity 
for sixteen talented and enthusiastic young New 
Zealand biologists to contribute to increasing 
our understanding of the natural values of some 
of Tasmania’s most remarkable places.  The 
enthusiasm of all the volunteers has been inspiring 
and infectious, reinforcing the impetus for the 
Tasmanian biologists and geologists to share and 
extend their skills, knowledge and expertise.  The 
results of these surveys have been significant and 
wide ranging: new species of both plants and 
animals have been discovered, ranges have been 
extended for many species and communities, 
including for endangered species, information 
of the occurrence of introduced species has 
been collected, and significant enhancement of 
geoscientific information has been collected.  This 
information has all been collated and available for 
use by Government departments, conservation 
and community groups to inform conservation 
priorities (available at www.hamishsaunders.com).

It is indeed fitting in so many ways that South 
Bruny and the neighbouring islands were selected 
for the 2013 Hamish Saunders Memorial trip.    

On clear days Pedra Branca is visible from the 
lighthouse at Cape Bruny, a beacon that reminds 
us of our amazing island wilderness.

The New Zealand participants on the island 
surveys most eloquently express the benefits of 
this legacy to Hamish though their participation 
in a program which they identify as a major 
contributor to their professional and personal lives.  
This year we were accompanied by Emily Gray and 
Marc Choromanski.  In Marc’s words:

“The Hamish Saunders expedition has 
provided me with an invaluable skillset that 
I will be able to utilise in future conservation 
projects.  The practical skills I have learnt are 
only equalled by the knowledge I have gained 
and the unforgettable memories I have made.  
This trust has provided an outstanding way 
to let Hamish’s legacy live on by providing 
likeminded individuals an opportunity to grow 
in the field of conservation.  I again thank 
all those whom made it possible for both 
Emily and I to take part in this 10th year 
anniversary Hamish Saunders expedition.   
If anything, this trip has made it clear to me 
that working in the field of conservation is 
undoubtedly my future.”

2003 - 2013:
TEN YEARS – A REFLECTION

The Hamish Saunders memorial 
bench at the Cape Bruny Lighthouse

1.  The first formal records of the Tasmanian 
long-eared bat and Lewin’s rail on Bruny Island 
were made during the survey.

2.  A pregnant female long-tailed mouse was 
captured in heathland on Cape Bruny; this  
was highly unusual as the previously known 
habitat of this species in lowland areas is wet 
forests (the nearest of which was several 
kilometers away).

3.  There were remarkably high capture rates 
of swamp rats and swamp antechinus in 
heathland on Cape Bruny compared with 
heathlands on mainland Tasmania. Of 
additional note was that the introduced house 
mouse was not captured in these heaths, a 
community in which it is usually frequently 
captured on mainland Tasmania.

4.  The resolution and reliability of the vegetation 
mapping of communities on Courts, Actaeon, 
Partridge, South Port and Sterile Islands 
was greatly improved.  All mapping has now 
been uploaded into the TASVEG 3.0 state 
vegetation map.

5.  Six species of bat were captured in only two 
nights of trapping on South Bruny Island, 
increasing the known bat fauna of the island 
to include all eight known breeding Tasmanian 
native species.

6.  The colony of endangered forty-spotted 
pardalote on Partridge Island was found to 
remain on the island in comparable numbers 
to previous surveys.

7.  The estimated breeding population of little 
penguins on Sterile Island was found to have 
decreased greatly since the last survey of the 
island in 1981.

8.  The population of kelp gulls breeding on 
small islands in the southern section of the 
D’Entrecasteaux Channel was documented to 
have exploded since the last wide scale survey 
in 1980/81.  This is consistent with the rapid 
expansion of this self-introduced species over 
the last couple of decades.

9.  The West Cloudy Head Phytophthora 
Management Area was resurveyed for signs 
of Phytophthora cinnamomi incursions with no 
incursions identified, suggesting the continued 
significance of this area to diverse heathlands.

10.  Many species of plant were recorded for  
the first time from the small islands surveyed.  
This includes 58 new species for Partridge 
Island; 67 new species for Southport Island; 
29 new species for Actaeon Island; four new 
species for Sterile Island and 58 new species 
for Courts Island, including the rare wiry 
miterwort.

11.  Although rabbits are known to have been 
introduced, and present in quite high numbers 
at times on Southport, Actaeon, Sterile, 
Courts and Partridge Islands, no sign of  
rabbits were seen on any of these islands 
during this survey. 

12.  Although they have been recorded in the past 
on South Bruny Island, we failed to record 
platypus, eastern barred bandicoot, southern 
brown bandicoot, Tasmanian bettong, and 
white-footed dunnart during our survey.

13.  The rare yellow bladderwort was found 
growing in fire dams along the Cuthberts road 
on South Bruny.  This is a significant range 
expansion of the known range of this species, 
the nearest known population being over  
100 km north.

SUMMARY OF KEY RESULTS
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The 2013 Hamish Saunders Memorial Island 
Survey targeted South Bruny Island and five 
nearby islands to survey for natural values.  The 
five islands were Partridge, Courts, Actaeon, 
Southport and Sterile (in decreasing order of size).  
South Bruny Island was chosen as the focus of the 
expedition because it had not previously been 
surveyed for mammals and would complement a 
mammal survey conducted on North Bruny Island 
in 2010 by the DPIPWE Biodiversity Monitoring 
Section.  Similarly, the five nearby islands had not 
previously been surveyed for their botanical values 
and their fauna values were last surveyed several 
years ago (Sterile, Actaeon and Southport Islands 
have not been surveyed for over 30 years and 
Partridge and Courts Islands were last surveyed 
over 20 years ago).

Bruny Island is located off the Southeast coast of 
Tasmania and is Tasmania’s fourth largest offshore 
island after Flinders, King and Cape Barren Islands.  
It is separated from mainland Tasmania by the 
narrow, relatively shallow (with a shallowest depth 
of 11 m) D’Entrecasteaux Channel.  The northern 
and southern parts of Bruny Island are separated 
by a narrow isthmus, called ‘The Neck’, which is 
approximately 2 km long and 100 m wide at its 
narrowest part.  South Bruny Island is larger in 
area than North Bruny Island with higher rainfall, 
greater altitudinal range and a greater diversity of 
vegetation types.  The dominant vegetation types 
are dry eucalypt forests, wet eucalypt forests and 
coastal heathlands.  Less than half of South Bruny 
Island has been cleared for pasture, houses and 
shacks.  South Bruny National Park covers 5,149 
ha of wet and dry eucalypt forests and coastal 
heathland, mostly in the southernmost part of 
Bruny Island.  The remainder of the island is 
private freehold land, Future Potential Production 
Forest under the Forestry (RFI) Act 2014 or 
Permanent Timber Production Zone Land under 
the Forestry Management Act 2013.

Introduction

The team comprised Sally Bryant 
(Tasmanian Land Conservancy), Michael 
Driessen, Rosemary Gales, Nicole Gill, 
David Pemberton, Tim Rudman, Micah 
Visoiu, Margaret Horton, Sophia Callander,  
(DPIPWE), Marc Choromanski and Emily 
Gray (2013 Travel Award Recipients).

Tim, Marc, Nicole, Michael, David, Rosemary, Emily & Micah

The survey team was based at the historical, 
Cape Bruny Lighthouse Station where we had 
the special privilege (due to the generosity of 
the Tasmanian Parks and Wildlife Service who 
manage the site), of staying in the head lighthouse 
keeper’s No. 2 quarters.  Construction of Cape 
Bruny Lighthouse was completed in 1836 and was 
the fourth lighthouse station to be established in 
Australia.  Since 1997 it has been part of the South 
Bruny National Park.

All five islands surveyed during the expedition 
occur within 13 km of Cape Bruny, within the 
mouth of the D’Entrecasteaux Channel.  The 
smaller islands are dominated by coastal heath, 
grassland, herbfield and/or seabird rookeries and 
the larger, Partridge Island, supports dry Eucalypt 
forest.  With the exception of Courts Island which 
rises 60 m above sea level, the remaining four 
islands are low, flat islands which rise less than 30 
m above sea level.  All five islands are reserved 
under the Nature Conservation Act 2002; 
Partridge and Court Islands are part of the South 
Bruny Island National Park; Sterile and Actaeon 
Islands are Game Reserves and Southport Island is 
a Conservation Area.

INTRODUCTION

Map of the Islands visited during the 2013 Hamish Saunders Memorial Island Survey.

14
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Having the chance to work with bats was yet 
another amazing experience that was provided 
by the trip.  We were taught how to assemble 
harp traps from scratch and to choose specific 
trap locations that would intercept bat flight paths.  
Not only were we successful in catching six bat 
species, but we were also able to identify the 
previously undescribed presence of several species 
of bat on Bruny Island.  The use of an “Anabat” 
recorder whilst driving at night enabled us to pick 
up the high frequency acoustics of nearby bats.  
The highlight of this tool was the ability to hear the 
diverse auditory scope used by different species 
performing echolocation.

With little plant knowledge, the team’s botantists, 
Tim Rudman and Nicole Gill, took me into the 
plant realm.  Both Emily and I were involved with 
searching for rare orchids and monitoring the 
success of a translocation of the exceptionally 
rare Stuart’s heath (Epacris stuartii).  Tim also 
discussed the implications of Phytophthora on 
Tasmanian plant life, and how to detect early signs 
of it.  I found this discussion really interesting in 
a Tasmanian context as one of New Zealand’s 
iconic tree species (Kauri) is currently under threat 
by Phytophthora.  Working with two extremely 
talented botanists has broadened my depth of 
knowledge of plants and has led me to further 
explore the field of botany.

As many of New Zealand’s seabirds are restricted 
to offshore islands that are under strong 
management, it is hard to gain practical experience 
with this subgroup of avifauna.  Led by David 
“Doozie” Pemberton and Rosemary Gales, the 
Hamish Saunders expedition provided me with 
the ideal chance to gain direct experience with 
these magnificent birds.  We were first given 
the privilege to access islands which were almost 
entirely comprised of seabird rookeries.  Our first 
skill learnt was simply how to navigate around the 
study site without crushing the burrows below our 

feet.  We were next taught how to distinguish if a 
burrow was active; this skill being species-specific.  
This ultimately leading us to take density estimates 
of active seabird burrows through the use of 
transects.

The Hamish Saunders expedition has provided 
me with an invaluable skillset that I will be able 
to utilise in future conservation projects.  The 
practical skills I have learnt are only equalled by 
the knowledge I have gained and the unforgettable 
memories I have made.  This trust has provided 
an outstanding way to let Hamish’s legacy live on 
by providing likeminded individuals an opportunity 
to grow in the field of conservation.  I again thank 
all those whom made it possible for both Emily 
and I to take part in this 10th year anniversary 
Hamish Saunders expedition.  If anything, this trip 
has made it clear to me that working in the field of 
conservation is undoubtedly my future.

Travel Award Recipient Report

Marc Choromanski

I would firstly like to share my gratitude and 
appreciation to both the Hamish Saunders 
Memorial Trust and the incredible group of people 
at DPIPWE who made this trip possible for both 
Emily and I.  Not only were we given an amazing 
warm welcome to Tasmania on arrival, but we 
were continuously supported and encouraged to 
get as much out of the trip as possible.  The skills 
and knowledge that I was able to gain from this 
trip will undoubtedly benefit my future in the field 
of conservation.

November 2013 saw me entering an ecological 
paradise where possums were free from hostility, 
islands were inundated with seabird burrows, 
and venomous tiger snakes emerged from trees 
at head height.  On arrival to Tasmania, I was 
welcomed by Margaret Horton whose warm and 
outgoing personality set the tone for the entire 
trip.  After talking to Margaret I was caught off 
guard when I was told that we would be visiting 
not one, but five of Tasmania’s offshore islands! 
These included Partridge, Southport, Actaeon, 
Courts and our home base, Bruny Island.

One of the standout features of this expedition 
was our involvement in the pre-trip meetings. 
Although Emily and I weren’t able to directly 
contribute to the planning of the trip, it was great 
to see the level of logistics involved in preparing 
such a diverse scientific expedition.  Most of the 
works I have been involved in at this early stage of 
my career have merely required me to just show 
up and begin work.  A behind the scenes look at 
the more technical aspect of project preparation 
provided me with great insight into what I know 
will be a crucial aspect in my future career. 

With New Zealand’s bird biased focus, having the 
privilege to work with native Tasmanian mammals 
was an incredible opportunity.  Lead by Michael 
Driessen and Micah Visoiu, I was taught how to 
capture small terrestrial mammals using Elliot 
traps.  At our Mount Mangana site on Bruny Island 
we aimed to trap Antechinus spp.; which turned 
out to be peculiar shrew like marsupials.  Although 
it took multiple days to finally capture one of these 
seemingly cryptic animals, we were able to catch 
multiple swamp rats (Rattus lutreolus) and long-
tailed mice (Pseudomys higginsi).  I was then trained 
by my small mammal sensei, Michael Driessen, 
on how to handle animals, take morphometric 
measurements, discriminate gender, take genetic 
samples and distinguish breeding condition.  The 
hands on manner in which I was taught these 
techniques enabled me to pick up on these new 
skills rapidly.  Further moral support provided by 
Micah in the form of laughter, led me to quickly 
understand that incorrect handling leads to you 
being bitten by an angry female swamp rat … 
This experience inadvertently strengthened my 
confidence in using proper technique.

To target larger mammals, we implemented 
the use of camera traps and Mascot cage traps.  
Having not previously used camera traps, it 
was interesting to observe the range of animals 
which triggered the traps.  The cameras picked 
up animals ranging from albino bennett’s wallaby 
to blue tongued skink.  Although we were not 
successful in catching any bandicoot (Perameles 
gunnii) or Quoll (Dasyurus spp.) in the Mascot 
traps, we did capture several brushtail possum 
(Trichosurus vulpecula).  Coming from a country 
where this species is top on the hit list for 
eradication, it was a conflicting but humbling 
feeling seeing these animals being released back 
into the wild.

HAMISH SAUNDERS MEMORIAL TRUST – BRUNY AND BEYOND

Marc at the  
Cape Bruny Lighthouse

Marc and Michael  
check a harp trap
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We then went for our first botany lesson to try 
and locate a rare orchid.  This was the first of 
several botany lessons we had as there was a 
wealth of botany knowledge on the team.  Since I 
don’t have a botany background, I found this work 
really useful for developing my plant identification 
skills and to experience a different kind of field 
work.  Although, being a “twitcher”, one of the 
highlights of this outing for me was seeing strong-
billed honeyeaters (Melithreptus validirostris).  The 
following day we continued our botany work 
at Southport Island with Tim and Nicole.  We 
located the rare Stuart’s heath (Epacris stuartii), 
which due to the guidance of Tim and Nicole, I 
became quite apt at identifying.  At Southport 
Island I also became apt at distinguishing between 
Pacific (Larus pacificus) and kelp (Larus dominicanus) 
gulls from a distance.

For the following two days, we learnt how to do 
seabird burrow surveys with David and to catch 
and identify bats with Mike.  I became quickly 
aware that an accurate burrow survey by transect 
requires a lot of species-specific and location-
specific knowledge but it was great to get these 
first lessons with David to start building up this 
new skill.  We were taught this first on Actaeon 
Island and then the following day on Courts Island.  
It was really good to have two opportunities to 
practice this because the terrain and vegetation of 
the two islands was different, with the first being 
quite difficult to manoeuvre through.  A highlight 
of this work was David sacrificing his finger to pull 
a short-tailed shearwater (Ardenna tenuirostris) out 
of a burrow for us to see.

Building and dismantling harp traps with Mike 
gave us yet another skill in yet another area 
of ecology.  Coming from a country that has 
only two extant bat species, it was fantastic to 
observe and contribute towards the recording of 
multiple bat species.  We also recorded bat calls 
with an “Anabat” recorder, which was a fantastic 

Travel Award Recipient Report

Emily Gray

When I received the email from David Saunders 
telling me that I was one of the two New 
Zealanders chosen to take part in the 2013 
Hamish Saunders island survey expedition, I 
was ecstatic.  Having read up on the Trust and 
previous expeditions, I knew I was going to meet 
knowledgeable people, gain valuable experience, 
expand my field work skill-set for my future career 
and take home life-long memories.

The team for this trip was phenomenal.  Their 
knowledge of Tasmanian flora and fauna was 
astounding and their friendly and encouraging 
attitude towards Marc and I, helped us expand our 
knowledge and build our skills quickly and with 
confidence.

We were based at Cape Bruny on South Bruny 
Island and made day trips to four smaller islands: 
Partridge, Southport, Actaeon and Courts. Marc 
and I were involved in surveys on all of those 
islands, as well as on South Bruny itself.   
I think we may have been particularly lucky with 
accommodation for this trip, which was in a 
comfortable lighthouse keeper’s house.

On the first day, we rode with Mike and Micah 
and helped set 75 Elliot traps to catch small 
mammals, including Antechinus spp. and four 
cameras to record the presence of larger 
mammals at various locations between The Neck 
and Cape Bruny.  This was a valuable first day 
of observation and familiarisation for the days 
that lay ahead.  Tasmanian bird species were also 
pointed out by sight or sound throughout the day 
to us, which I especially appreciated.  This helped 
set me up for a week of casual bird-watching and 
recording on the side of other work.  Those bird 
species included the black currawong (Strepera 
fuliginosa), olive whistler (Pachycephala pectoralis) 
and scarlet robin (Petroica multicolor). Our first site 

had an abundance of banjo frogs (Limnodynastes 
dumerilii); with their unique calls, they were a 
highlight of the day.  We also saw two tiger snakes 
(Notechis scutatus), with the first hanging from a 
tree at face-height after only being at our first site 
for ten minutes!  I look back now and think that 
it was good to get that snake experience early in 
the trip and Mike and Micah’s great attitude at the 
time encouraged me to continue moving through 
the vegetation confidently.

The next day, we returned to the Elliott traps and 
had caught several swamp rats (Rattus lutreolus) 
and two long-tailed mice (Pseudomys higginsi).  We 
observed how to remove and process the animals, 
which included note-taking, taking weights, head 
and foot measurements, identifying sex and sexual 
maturity and taking a genetic sample from the ear. 
Over the next couple of days, I also learned how 
quickly one can acclimatise to the presence of 
leeches!

After returning from processing our animals, 
we were taken to Partridge Island by Sticks and 
Woody on DPIPWE’s “Callosity” boat.  This boat 
feels so safe and sturdy – good for volunteers 
who don’t spend much time on the water.  On 
Partridge Island we helped David and Rosemary 
set up a camera and I did some bird watching.  
David pointed out a beautiful firetail (Stagonopleura 
bella) to us.  That evening we helped Mike set up 
Mascot cage traps near the house to hopefully 
catch bandicoots or Eastern quoll (Dasyurus 
viverrinus) and set up another camera on the beach 
below the house with David and Micah, where we 
saw a white-lipped snake (Drysdalia coronoides).
On the third day, we again started by clearing 
Elliot traps and caught our first and only dusky 
antechinus (Antechinus swainsonii).  Unfortunately 
this antechinus was unwell and although Mike gave 
her to me to warm up, she died not long after.   
It was a shame we didn’t manage to trap another 
dusky antechinus but this was an important lesson 
in the nature of ecological field work – there are 
no guarantees.

experience.  Watching Mike pull out and process 
six different species of bat over only two traps in 
two locations was mind-blowing.  A real highlight 
was when Mike started piling 14 bats into mine 
and Rosemary’s pockets to warm them up before 
they could fly home.  Not being able to handle the 
bats directly, this gave me intimate contact with 
these beautiful creatures which I will remember 
forever.

The concentration and variety of work is what 
made this experience so valuable to my future 
ecology career, which could now lead down 
almost any path.  Thank you so much to the 
Hamish Saunders Memorial Trust and DPIPWE 
for sponsoring me and other young Kiwis to 
gain extensive knowledge and learn practical 
skills in the monitoring of Tasmanian flora and 
fauna.  It can be difficult to gain field experience 
when you’re a student and this trip is the dream 
opportunity for a student like me.  It was 
simply fantastic.  Thank you to everyone on the 
team for your shared knowledge, kindness and 
encouragement.

Emily and Marc surveying short-tailed 
shearwaters on Actaeon Island

Emily with a lesser  
long-eared bat
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The team checking bat trap, Cape Labillardiere.

A Terrestrial  
Mammal Survey of 
South Bruny Island

Despite being the fourth largest in size, Bruny 
Island, with its twenty-six species, has recorded 
more native terrestrial mammals than any other 
Tasmanian offshore island  (Driessen et al. 2011; 
Appendix 1).  This is likely due to several factors 
including the island’s range of wet and dry habitats, 
its close proximity to the Tasmanian mainland, and 
the relatively shallow intervening channel which 
would have increased the likelihood of mammal 
colonisation when past sea levels were low 
enough for land connections (Driessen et al. 2011).  
Of the eight remaining Tasmanian mammal species 
that have not been previously recorded on Bruny 
Island, seven are unlikely to be found there.  These 
include the broad-toothed mouse (Mastacomys 
fuscus), New Holland mouse (Pseudomys 
novaehollandiae) (the island provides unsuitable 
habitat for both species, with neither known to 
occur in southeast Tasmania), Tasmanian devil 
(Sarcophilus harrisii), spotted-tailed quoll (Dasyurus 
maculatus), common wombat (Vombatus ursinus), 
eastern grey kangaroo (Macropus giganteus) (all 
conspicuous species that have not been recorded 
on the island, although see text box for the 
Tasmanian devil) and the sugar glider (Petaurus 
breviceps).  Although the sugar glider is known to 
occur on the adjacent Tasmanian mainland, it is 
unlikely to be present on the island if, as has been 
suggested by Green (1973), it was introduced to 
Tasmania in colonial times.  The remaining species, 
the Tasmanian long-eared bat (Nyctophilus sherrini), 
is likely to occur on Bruny Island because of the 
large areas of suitable habitat, however it has yet 
to be recorded.

There has been no published survey of mammals 
on South Bruny Island.  There are two reviews 
of mammal records for Tasmania (Rousevell et 
al. 1991) and Bruny Island (Rousevell et al. 1991; 
Driessen et al. 2011) that have published records 
on the Natural Values Atlas (NVA; and it’s 
precursor TASPWAS).  These records, together 
with records added subsequently to the NVA, 

INTRODUCTION Michael Driessen, Micah Visoiu, 
Emily Gray and Mark Choromanski

Location:
South Bruny Island, as it is colloquially 
known, is the area that is south of The 
Neck on Bruny Island.  It supports the 
majority of the 500-600 permanent 
residents of Bruny Island.

Date of survey:
The survey took place between the 27th 
of November and the 3rd of December 
2013 and involved Nicole Gill, Tim Rudman, 
David Pemberton, Marc Choromanski, 
Emily Gray, Michael Driessen, Sally Bryant, 
Micah Visoiu, Rosemary Gales, and 
Margaret Horton.

Centroid:
523000E, 5197000N

Tasmanian long-eared bat
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Devils probably occurred on Bruny Island in the 
distant past.  The island’s close proximity to the 
Tasmanian mainland, would have allowed devils to 
colonise when sea levels were low enough for land 
connections to occur.  There is no evidence that 
Tasmanian devils currently occur on Bruny Island.  
The only suggestion that they may have occurred 
on Bruny Island since Europeans landed on 
Tasmanian shores, was in 1871 at two meetings of 
the Royal Society of Tasmania.  At these meetings 
the Vice-president of the society, Mr Morton 
Allport, mentioned that two people (Mr Graves 
and Mr Bennett) claimed to have seen Tasmanian 
devils on Bruny Island (see below).  A third person 
(Mr J. Davies; lawyer and naturalist) attending 
one of the meetings also claims to have seen 
devils on the island.  Although Mr Allport was a 
well-credentialed naturalist, he did not personally 
observe Tasmanian devils on Bruny Island and 
the observation by Mr Graves of “small animals 
like black rabbits” suggests the possibility that 
there could have been some confusion between 
Tasmanian devils and eastern quolls.  The context 
for reporting these observations at the meeting 
is not known; was there some debate at the 
time about their status on the island?  Tasmanian 

devils were not mentioned in the diaries of 
George Augustus Robinson who lived on Bruny 
Island for much of 1829 and 1830 at a mission 
for aboriginal people, established by Lieutenant 
Governor Arthur.  Robinson mentioned a range 
of animal species including wallaby, opossum, 
kangaroo rat and opossum mouse but not the 
Tasmanian devil.  He also did not mention the 
presence of the eastern quoll.  Tasmanian devils 
are large conspicuous animals that have a history 
of interacting with humans so it is surprising that 
more compelling evidence of the occurrence on 
Bruny Island during the last 200 years does not 
exist.

The mandibles of Tasmanian devils, thought to be 
of post-last-glacial age, have been found in sand 
dune material on Flinders Island (Hope 1972).  
Bruny Island is Tasmania’s fourth largest offshore 
island after Flinders, King and Cape Barren islands. 
Tasmanian devils have not been recorded on any 
of Tasmania’s offshore islands since European 
settlement, suggesting these islands may be too 
small to sustain populations of large predators 
long-term.

Historical Accounts of the Existence of Tasmanian devils (Sarcophilus harrisii) on Bruny Island
The following accounts are from the records of the Royal Society of Tasmania in 1871. 

The records were read by and verified by Mr. Morton Allport.

Royal Society of  Tasmania meeting,  Tuesday the 11th of April 1871:

The SECRETARY read a paper from Rev. A.D. Atkinson, of Three Hut Point on the geology of Bruni (sic) Island. Mr. 
Morton Allport commented on the paper and went on to describe aspects of the flora of the island which he says 
supported the general conclusions of the paper that the island had not been separated from mainland Tasmania 
for a “long geological period”. He went on to state “As to the carnivorous Marsupials he had been told by Mr. 
Graves and others that the Native Devil (Sarcophilus ursinus) had been in considerable numbers on South Bruni. 
The minutes of the Royal Society meeting are then followed by a response by Mr. J. Davies as follows
“Mr. J. Davies corroborated Mr. Allport’s statement as to these carnivora, as he had himself seen them in the 
locality indicated.”

Royal Society of  Tasmania meeting,  Tuesday the 9th of May 1871:

Mr. M. ALLPORT, in reference to the question of marsupials on South Bruni, mooted at the last meeting, begged 
to say he had recently been informed by Mr. Bennett (of Sandy Bay toll bar), that he had not only seen the native 
devil on Bruni, but had actually shot one when residing there some ten years ago.  At time, at least, they were 
pretty numerous, and appeared to haunt a portion of the shore where they could obtain portions of seal and whale 
flesh, left after the process of “trying out” the oil.

The next record in the minutes continues as follows:

Mr. GRAVES had never actually obtained a carnivorous animal from South Bruni, but about 18 months ago he had 
seen from a boat a small number of small animals like black rabbits on the shore there.  He was puzzled at their 
appearance, and soon afterwards visited the spot again to make further examination.  He could find no traces 
whatever of rabbits, but afterwards meetings with Mr. Bennett, he was informed by him that the animals were 
native devils, which was proved by the fact of his having shot one.

Common name Species Number of 
Records on NVA

Year of Last  
Record

platypus Ornithorhynchus anatinus 1 1980
dusky antechinus Antechinus swainsonii 2 1978
white-footed dunnart Sminthopsis leucopus 1 1978
southern brown bandicoot Isoodon obesulus 1 1977
eastern barred bandicoot Perameles gunnii 2 2011
Tasmanian bettong Bettongia gaimardi 3 1984

Rarely reported Bruny Island mammal species.

Table 1

are summarised in Appendix 1.  More mammal 
species have been recorded on South Bruny Island 
(25) than on North Bruny Island (13), which is to 
be expected given that it contains wet forests and 
coastal heathlands, which are virtually absent from 
the latter.

Six mammal species have been reported very 
infrequently (≤ 3 records on the NVA) on Bruny 
Island and, with the exception of the eastern 
barred bandicoot (Perameles gunnii), the last 
records are over 30 years old (Table 1).  Whilst 
this level of reporting is not unusual for rarely 
recorded species like the white-footed dunnart 
(Sminthopsis leucopus) and the dusky antechinus 
(Antechinus swainsonii), it is unusual for the other 
more conspicuous species.  The presence of the 
platypus (Ornithorhynchus anatinus) (B. Edwards 
and T. Cochran, pers. comm. 2013) and the 
Tasmanian bettong (Bettongia gaimardi) (Hird 
2000) has however, been questioned.

The primary aim of this study was to survey 
the mammal species on South Bruny Island, 

particularly to assess the status of several rarely 
recorded species as well as the Tasmanian 
long-eared bat which has not previously been 
recorded on the island.  A secondary aim was 
to collect genetic samples of Antechinus spp. for 
a Queensland University of Technology genetic 
research project.  Preliminary genetic analysis 
of a small number of samples suggests that the 
Tasmanian dusky antechinus may be a separate 
species from the Australian mainland dusky 
antechinus and that more than one species may be 
present in Tasmania (A. Baker, pers. comm. 2013).

Have Tasmanian devils ever occurred on Bruny Island?
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Micah and a swamp antechinus.
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Figure 1.  Map of study area and survey sites

A map of the study area and survey locations is 
presented in Figure 1.

Camera-trapping
Cameras were the primary method used to survey 
mammals because they are more time-efficient 
and record more species than live-traps (De 
Bondi et al. 2010; Driessen et al. 2011; Driessen 
and Jarman 2014).  Camera traps (Keep Guard, 
KG560V) were placed in a range of locations 
and habitats around South Bruny Island (Table 
2).  Cameras were attached to a tree or stake 
between 20 and 100 cm above the ground.  Bait 
stations (containing a mixture of peanut butter, 
rolled oats and sesame oil) were placed 1–2 m 
from the camera (Figure 2).  A dribble of fish oil 
was also placed 20–50 cm adjacent to the bait 
stations.  With the exception of one camera on 
the beach near the lighthouse which was set on 
video recording, all the cameras took still images 
day and night with a 30 sec minimum interval 
between images.

METHODS

Figure 2.  Set up of camera trap with a motion sensitive camera and a bait station.

Live-trapping
Live-trapping was used to survey small mammals 
and bats (animals that can be difficult to identify 
from camera images) and to also collect 
antechinus tissue samples, required for genetic 
analysis.  Live-trapping for small mammals was 
conducted in wet forest at Mt Mangana and in 
heathland at Labillardiere Peninsula, where the 
dusky antechinus, swamp antechinus (Antechinus 
minimus), swamp rat (Rattus lutreolus), and  
long-tailed mouse (Pseudomys higginsi), have 
previously been recorded.

Seventy-five box traps (11 x 11 x 33 cm, Elliott 
Scientific) were set at Mount Mangana on the 
27th of November 2013 for three nights.  Fifty of 
the traps were set either side of the track leading 
up to Mt Mangana; 25 in rainforest with a dense 
fern and horizontal understory, 50 m in from 
Coolangata Road, and 25 further along the track 
in open, rocky rainforest.  The remaining set of 25 
traps was placed in wet sclerophyll forest below a 

25
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Table 2

Camera 
No.

Location Easting Northing Vegetation TASVEG 
Code

MD9 Bruny Island Neck 
Game Reserve

525796 5206054 Melaleuca squarrosa scrub adjacent to 
sedgey wetland

SMR

MD6 Lutregala Creek 
Forest Reserve

523156 5204685 Eucalyptus pulchella dry forest DPU

MD7 Lutregala Creek 
Forest Reserve

523699 5204471 Eucalyptus pulchella / Eucalyptus 
obliqua dry forest adjacent to pasture

DPU/
FAG

MD1 Mt Mangana 523353 5199299 Rainforest RLS
MD5 Inala 520000 5195498 Eucalyptus obliqua dry forest DOB
MD2 Inala 520020 5195478 Pasture adjacent to Eucalyptus obliqua 

dry forest
DOB/
FAG

MD3 Simpsons Bay 523957 5205223 Paddock adjacent to Eucalyptus ovata /
Eucalyptus obliqua swamp forest

FAG

MD10 Labillardiere Peninsula 514301 5186908 Eucalyptus obliqua dry forest DOB
MD8 Labillardiere Peninsula 512115 5187865 Burnt Eucalyptus obliqua dry forest 

with sedgey ground cover
DOB

MD4 Labillardiere Peninsula 511672 5184931 Heath SCH
DP1 Partridge Is 508171 5193729 Opening in coastal scrub, SSC
DP2 Partridge Is 508235 5195487 Eucalyptus viminalis / Eucalyptus 

globulus forest with shrubby 
understorey and weeds

DVC

DP8 Labillardiere Peninsula 512074 5185063 Beach adjacent to coastal scrub 
amongst marram grass 

GHC/
FMC

DP7 Bruny Island  
Neck - South

526602 5206744 Heathy Eucalyptus obliqua forest with 
bracken dominated understorey 

DOB

DP3 Bruny Island  
Neck-North

529072 5211840 Tall coastal scrub SSC

DP4 Bruny Island  
Neck-North

529147 5211822 Coastal scrub SSC

DP6 Bruny Island  
Neck-North

529208 5211775 Coastal scrub SSC

DP5 Bruny Island  
Neck-North

529309 5211734 Coastal scrub with open overstorey 
of Eucalyptus amygdalina

SSC

Camera-trap location details.

track off Coolangata Road.  All traps were spaced 
5–10 m apart.  In addition, 12 cage traps (20 x 20 
x 56 cm, Mascott wireworks) and 50 box traps 
were also set at Cape Bruny.  Commencing on 
the night of the 28th of November, the cage traps 
were baited with peanut butter sandwiches and 
set for five nights at the interface of the heath-
exotic grass around the lighthouse cottages.  Four 
cage traps were placed above the cottages near 
the weather stations, four were placed along the 
old track to the beach and four were placed below 
the cottages.  The box traps were set in heathland 
on the 30th of November for two nights.  Twenty-
five traps were set in two lines on the slope north 
of the lighthouse and 25 traps were set in a line 
adjacent to a track to the automated light station 

(Figure 3).  Twenty-five traps were set on the 3rd 
of December 2013 for one night adjacent to, and 
under the buildings, to detect introduced rodents.  
Traps were lined with bedding and baited with 
balls of peanut butter, rolled oats and sesame oil.  
All traps were checked each morning with the 
exception of the box traps set in the heathlands 
which were checked in both the morning and  
late afternoon.

Two bat traps (Austbat Harp Traps) were set on 
Labillardiere Peninsula on the 30th of November 
2013 (Figure 4).  One of these traps was set for 
two nights and the other was set for one night 
before being moved to Mt Mangana on the 1st of 
December for one night.  Poor weather conditions 

Figure 3.  Marc checks a box style Elliott trap at Cape Bruny.

Figure 4.   Processing captured bats from one of the Austbat Harptraps set near Mt Mangana.
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precluded trapping earlier during the survey trip.  
At Labillardiere Peninsula the traps were set in 
a 20 m wide fire break in E. amygdalina coastal 
woodland and placed perpendicular to, and 
touching the forest edge, under an overhanging 
Eucalyptus branch.  At Mt Mangana the trap was 
set across a narrow track (width of the trap) in 
wet sclerophyll forest.

Body weight, head length, hind foot length, 
sex and reproductive status were determined 
for all mammals, except for brushtail possums 
(Trichosurus vulpecula) and rabbits (Oryctolagus 
cuniculus) which were not measured, and bats, 
where body weight, forearm length, sex and 
reproductive status were recorded (Figure 5).   
For genetic analysis, a small (<2 mm) ear biopsy 
was taken from a maximum of ten swamp rats, 
dusky antechinus, swamp antechinus and long-
tailed mice at each location.  If a genetic sample 
was not taken, the animal was marked with a small 
hair clip on the rump.

with most camera sightings taking place during 
the day.  In addition to the mammals recorded, 
nine native and two introduced bird species, and 
the blotched bluetongue (Tiliqua nigrolutea), were 
also identified by camera trapping (Appendix 2).  
Of the birds recorded, the Lewin’s rail (Lewinia 
pectoralis) is particularly noteworthy as we are 
not aware of any official record of this species on 
Bruny Island (two pictures of this very secretive 
bird were taken near wetlands on The Neck).  An 
ecologist from a local nature tour company on the 
island has however advised that they occur at Inala 
and 1–2 other wetlands on South Bruny Island  
(T. Cochran, pers. comm. 2015).

Location Mt Mangana Labillardiere Peninsula

TASVEG Community RLS WDR SCH SCH/FAG

Trap Type Box Box Box Cage Box
No. of Traps 50 25 50 12 25
Trap Nights 150 75 100 72 25

Common name Species

swamp rat Rattus lutreolus 5 (11) 13 (17) 29 (44) 4 (4) 0
long-tailed mouse Pseudomys higginsi 5 (5) 4 (5) 1 (1) 0 0
house mousei Mus musculus 0 0 0 0 1 (1)
dusky antechinus Antechinus 

swainsonii
1 (1) 0 0 0 0

swamp antechinus Antechinus minimus 0 0 19 (26) 0 1 (1)
brushtail possum Trichosurus 

vulpecula
- - - - (7) -

rabbit i Oryctolagus 
cuniculus

- - - - (2) -

grey shrike-thrush Colluricincla 
harmonica

- - - 1 (1) -

blotched 
bluetongue

Tiliqua nigrolutea 0 0 1 (1) 0 0

i denotes an introduced species

Species recorded by live-trapping at Mt Mangana and Labillardiere Peninsula. 
Values are number of individuals. Values in parentheses are all captures including recaptures.

Table 3

Camera-trapping
Eight native and two introduced mammal species 
were recorded by camera-trapping (Appendix 2).   
Bennett’s wallaby (Macropus rufogriseus), 
Tasmanian pademelon (Thylogale billardierii), 
swamp rat and brushtail possum were the most 
commonly and widely recorded species.  Bennett’s 
wallaby, Tasmanian pademelon, swamp rat and 
swamp antechinus were recorded on camera 
during both the day and night.  Interestingly, the 
swamp rat was recorded only at night in rainforest 
on Mt Mangana yet was also recorded both during 
the day and at night in heathland and coastal scrub.  
The swamp antechinus was recorded in large 
numbers in heathland on Labillardiere Peninsula, 

RESULTS

Figure 5.  Michael contemplates the finer 
points of distinguishing bat species from the 

genus Vespadelus.

Cleaning small mammal traps.

General observations
Further records of mammals were obtained from 
sightings, scats and bones.
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Common name Species Mt Mangana Labillardiere  
Peninsula

Sex ratio  
M:F

lesser long-eared bat Nyctophilus geoffroyi 1 7 7:5
Tasmanian long-eared bat Nyctophilus sherrini 0 5 3:2
Goulds wattled bat Chalinolobus gouldi 1 0 0:1
chocolate wattled bat Chalinolobus morio 0 1 1:0
large forest bat Vespadelus darlingtoni 2 0 0:2
southern forest bat Vespadelus regulus 2 0 0:2

Bat species recorded at Mt Mangana and Labillardiere Peninsula and their sex ratio.

Table 4
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Figure 8.  Comparison total (Tot.) and 
individual (Ind.) captures of swamp rats  

and swamp antechinus between  
daytime and nighttime.

Live-trapping
Eleven native and two introduced mammal 
species were live-trapped at Mount Mangana 
and the Labillardiere Peninsula (Tables 3-4).  
Large numbers of both swamp rats (Figure 6) 
and swamp antechinus (Figure 7) were caught 
in heath on the Labillardiere Peninsula.  At this 
site, where traps were checked in the morning 
and late afternoon, both swamp rat and swamp 
antechinus were captured during the day and 
at night.  Consistent with the camera-trapping 
results, more captures of the swamp antechinus 
occurred during the day than at night (Figure 8).  
A particularly surprising capture was a pregnant 
female long-tailed mouse in heathland on the 
Labillardiere Peninsula.  This site is 5 km away 

from the nearest wet forest which is considered 
to be the primary lowland habitat for this 
species.  The two introduced mammal species, 
house mouse (Mus musculus), and rabbit, were 
recorded in association with dwellings and exotic 
vegetation.  Unexpectedly, no house mice were 
recorded in the adjacent heathland, a habitat in 
which this species is consistently trapped on the 
Tasmanian east coast.  Six of Tasmania’s eight bat 
species were recorded in only two traps over 
two nights of trapping, including the first record 
of a Tasmanian long-eared bat for Bruny Island.  In 
addition to the mammals recorded, a grey shrike-
thrush (Colluricincla harmonica) and a blotched 
bluetongue were also caught in cage traps.

Figure 6.  The majestic swamp rat.

Other observations
A single recording of a cat (Felis catus), was 
observed crossing the road to Cape Bruny just 
before the turn-off to jetty beach.  Around the 
Cape Bruny Lighthouse, several short-beaked 
echidnas (Tachyglossus aculeatus), were seen in 
the heaths and swamp antechinus and swamp 
rats were observed during the day on numerous 
occasions crossing the paths and tracks.  In 
addition, the scats and bones of Bennett’s wallaby, 
Tasmanian pademelon and brushtail possum were 
regularly observed on South Bruny Island.

Photo: Emily Gray

Figure 7.  The tenacious swamp antechinus.
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Fifteen native mammal species were recorded 
during our survey (Appendix 1).  One species, the 
endemic Tasmanian long-eared bat (Figure 9), had 
not previously been recorded from Bruny Island.  
All eight of Tasmania’s bat species have now 
been recorded from Bruny Island (see bat box).  
Twenty-seven of Tasmania’s 34 native terrestrial 
mammal species have been recorded on Bruny 
Island with all but the eastern pygmy possum 
(Cercartetus nanus), and water rat (Hydromys 
chrysogaster) formally recorded on South Bruny 
Island.  Anecdotally however, water rats are said to 
be relatively common in suitable habitat on South 
Bruny Island (T. Cochran, pers. comm. 2013) and 
there is also an abundance of suitable habitat for 
eastern pygmy possums (although confirmation 
may require targeted surveys).

In addition to establishing the presence of the 
Tasmanian long-eared bat on Bruny Island, the 
most interesting discovery was the presence of a 
pregnant long-tailed mouse in heathland at Cape 
Bruny (Figure 10).  This is the first time this species 
has been recorded in this type of habitat (Table 5).   
Typically, the habitat of this species is cool 
temperate rainforest, wet sclerophyll forest, wet 
scrub and alpine boulder fields (Driessen 2008).  
The nearest location on Bruny Island containing 
this type of habitat was in an isolated patch of 
vegetation 5 km away from where the pregnant 
female was trapped.  More extensive areas of wet 
forest do occur approximately 10–15 km away 
from the trapping site in the central part of South 
Bruny Island, yet because this was a breeding 
female, our findings suggest that this species 
may be breeding in the heathland.  Although we 
did not record any other long-tailed mice in the 
heathland, capture opportunities were limited 
due to the large proportion of traps occupied by 
swamp antechinus and swamp rats.  Interestingly, 
a dead long-tailed mouse was found in what can 
also be considered atypical habitat, on the edge 
of dry sedgy woodland and the coastal verge at 

Adventure Bay in 1989 (N. Mooney, NVA data). 
Together, these two records suggest the possibility 
that this species is using a wider habitat range on 
Bruny Island than on the Tasmanian mainland.

The capture rates of swamp antechinus and 
swamp rats in the heathland at Cape Bruny are 
remarkably higher than capture rates in similar 
vegetation elsewhere in Tasmania (Table 5).  This 
may be because the heathlands at Cape Bruny 
are more productive than those of eastern and 
northern Tasmania.  The heathland soils at Cape 
Bruny are derived from dolerite and are more 
fertile than the heathland soils derived from 
granite in northeast Tasmania and rainfall at Cape 
Bruny (mean annual rainfall = 943 mm) is higher 
than in heathland locations in the northeast 

Figure 9.  Tasmanian long-eared bats warm 
up in a pocket before flying away.

Figure 10.  A long-tailed mouse in more  
typical wet sclerophyll forest on Mt Mangana.

DISCUSSION

Bats on Bruny

For bats, water is not the dispersal barrier that 
it is for terrestrial mammals.  With their ability 
to fly they can easily colonise offshore islands, 
and they often represent a significant part of 
the mammalian fauna in these areas.  Itself 
an island, Tasmania has eight known resident 
breeding species and at least two more which are 
occasional visitors, flying across the Bass Strait 
from Victoria.  The eight species are contained in 
four genera, three species of Vespadelus or forest 
bats, two species of Chalinolobus or wattled bats, 
two species of Nyctophilus or long-eared bats 
and one species of Falsistrellus or false pipistrelle. 
Distinguishing between the genera can be easily 
done on facial features, however distinguishing 
within the genera is more difficult, relying on more 
subtle characteristics such as size and ear, nose 
and penis features.

All eight of Tasmania’s resident breeding species 
have now been recorded on South Bruny Island, 
representing nearly a third of the native mammal 
fauna.  Six species of bat were captured during 
the two nights of harp trapping on the 2013 
expedition, including the first record of the 
endemic Tasmanian long-eared bat.

Chalinolobus gouldii

Chalinolobus morio

Nyctophilus geoffroyi

Nyctophilus sherrini

Vespadelus darlingtoni

Vespadelus regulus
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(Waterhouse = 669 mm, Eddystone Point = 
762 mm, and Friendly Beaches = 678 mm).  The 
absence or low density of several predators that 
occur on the Tasmanian mainland, such as the 
larger dasyurids, may also have contributed to the 
high capture success.

Captures of swamp antechinus and swamp rats 
during the day is not unusual, however, the level of 
daylight activity during the 2013 survey was quite 
high, with greater numbers of swamp antechinus 
captured in daylight hours than in darkness hours.  
Potential reasons for this are not known but may 
be a function of the unique faunal assemblage, 
where predators and mid-sized mammals appear 
rare.  At the time of the survey there were a 
large number of half-grown dispersing swamp 
antechinus which may have seen the population 
of this species in excess of the habitat available at 
the time.

Of the seven mammal species that have rarely 
been recorded on Bruny Island, we only recorded 
the dusky antechinus.  We failed to record the 
platypus, eastern barred bandicoot, southern 
brown bandicoot (Isoodon obesulus), Tasmanian 
bettong, and white-footed dunnart.  Both species 

of bandicoots and the Tasmanian bettong are 
readily recorded using camera-traps elsewhere  
in Tasmania, suggesting these species presently 
only occur in very low numbers or are perhaps 
even absent.  A Tasmanian bettong was observed 
at Whayman’s Road on North Bruny in March 
2015 and two were observed hopping across  
the main road just north of Lunawanna several 
years ago  (A. Hingston, pers. comm. 2015).   
An eastern barred bandicoot was recorded in 
2011 from remains found inside the stomach of 
a cat shot by a farmer (D. Obendorf, notes in 
the NVA).  More recently (in September 2014), 
an animal matching the description of an eastern 
barred bandicoot was observed near Adventure 
Bay by two New Zealand biologists (C. Miskelly, 
pers. comm. 2015).  We did not specifically target 
the platypus with our survey methods and the 
white-footed dunnart is notoriously difficult to 
detect via standard survey techniques.  It has been 
suggested that the single NVA record of a platypus 
on Bruny Island (from a small ephemeral creek in 
the rugged southeastern section of the island), is 
potentially a misidentification of a glimpsed water 
rat (T. Cochran, pers. comm 2013).  We also failed 
to detect the eastern quoll (Dasyurus viverrinus) 
which was recorded in large numbers a few years 

Figure 11.  The illusive South Bruny Island eastern quoll glimpsed investigating Michael’s sock.

earlier on North Bruny Island (Driessen et al. 
2011).  Eastern quolls are however, observed with 
increasing regularity on the Inala property  
(T. Cochran, pers. comm. 2013) and during our 
stay on Bruny Island, we met a hand reared 
orphan that had originated from the Lunawanna/
Alonnah area (Figure 11).  We also recorded the 
eastern quoll during our survey on one of the 
cameras that was set just north of the isthmus.

Very few introduced mammals were recorded 
during our surveys.  The house mouse and rabbits 
were recorded in association with disturbed 
areas around the lighthouse buildings, the former 
only from a single female captured in the old 
chook shed near the lighthouse keeper’s house. 
Given that surveys in heathland in the Northeast 
of Tasmania regularly result in captures of the 
introduced house mouse (Table 5), it was 
surprising not to record the house mouse in the 
adjacent heathland in the present survey.

Ear biopsies from swamp antechinus and swamp 
rats, as well as a whole dusky antechinus that was 
found deceased in a trap, were sent to Andrew 
Baker at the Queensland University of Technology 
for genetic analysis.  These samples will be used to 
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Source

Labillardiere Peninsula 100 44.0 26.0 1.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 Current study
East Coast (6 sites) 610 0.8 0.0 0.0 3.1 0.0 1.1 0.2 Hocking (1980)
Gould’s Country 5664 3.2 0.0 0.0 - 0.0 - 0.0 Norton (1987b)
Gould’s Country 660 - 0.0 0.0 6.8 0.0 9.0 0.0 Norton (1987a)
Waterhouse 385 1.3 0.8 0.0 5.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 Driessen et al. (1995)
Eddystone Point 2132 0.9 0.4 0.0 2.6 0.0 7.7 0.1 Pye (1991)
The Gardens 539 9.8 1.1 0.0 10.6 1 0.0 0.0 M. Driessen, unpubl. data
Eddystone Point 432 5.1 0.0 0.0 3.9 0.7 0.0 0.0 M. Driessen et al., unpubl. data

Comparison of small mammal capture rates  
(number of total captures per 100 trap nights) in heathlands and heathy woodlands.

Table 5

Just prior to going to print, The Tasmanian dusky 
antechinus (Antechinus swainsonii) was described 
as being a separate species from the Australian 
mainland dusky antechinus (now known as 
Antechinus mimetes) based on morphometric and 
genetic differences (Baker et al. 2015).  Remarkably, 
a second Tasmanian species, the Tasman Peninsula 
dusky antechinus (Antechinus vandycki) was also 
described from specimens from the Tasman 
Peninsula.  Interestingly, the dusky antechinus 
on Bruny Island are Antechinus swainsonii (based 
on genetic material collected during our study) 
indicating that the Bruny Island population has 
not been isolated from the Tasmanian mainland 
population for sufficiently long enough for 
speciation to occur.

determine whether the antechinus species found 
in Tasmania are different species from those found 
on the Australian mainland.  At present they are 
considered separate subspecies.  It is also possible 
that the antechinus species on Bruny Island are 
separate species or subspecies from the Tasmanian 
mainland.  Ear biopsies were also provided to the 
Invasive Animals Cooperative Research Centre to 
develop a genetic reference bank of prey species.
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Appendix 1
Records of terrestrial mammals on North and South Bruny Island.  This table has been updated from Table 
1 in Driessen et al. (2011) to include new records added to the Natural Values Atlas as well as records from 
the present study.1, Rounsevell et al. (1991); 2, Natural Values Atlas; 3, Hird (2000); 4, Cochran (2003); 5, 
(Hird 2009); 6, DPIPWE (2011); 7, Woinarski (1985); 8, Driessen et al. (2011); 9, present study. ‘-‘ Denotes 
no records.  * Although an Australian native, this species may have been introduced to Tasmania.

Common name Species North 
Bruny

South 
Bruny

Source

NATIVE MAMMALS
platypus Ornithorhynchus anatinus - + 1,2
echidna Tachyglossus aculeatus + + 1,2,8,9
spotted-tailed quoll Dasyurus maculatus - -
eastern quoll Dasyurus viverrinus + + 1,2,3,8,9
Tasmanian devil Sarcophilus harrisii - -
swamp antechinus Antechinus minimus - + 1,2,9
dusky antechinus Antechinus swainsonii - + 1,2,9
white-footed dunnart Sminthopsis leucopus - + 1,2
southern brown bandicoot Isoodon obesulus - + 1
eastern barred bandicoot Perameles gunnii - + 2
wombat Vombatus ursinus - -
ringtail possum Pseudocheirus peregrinus + + 2,3
sugar glider* Petaurus breviceps - -
brushtail possum Trichosurus vulpecula + + 1,2,3,8,9
little pygmy possum Cercatetus lepidus + + 1,4,5
eastern pygmy possum Cercatetus nanus + - 5
long-nosed potoroo Potorous tridactylus + + 1,2,3,8,9
Tasmanian bettong Bettongia gaimardi + + 1,2
Tasmanian pademelon Thylogale billardierii + + 1,2,3,8,9
bennetts wallaby Macropus rufogriseus + + 2,3,8,9
forester kangaroo Macropus giganteus - -
water rat Hydromys chrysogaster + - 3
long-tailed mouse Pseudomys higginsi - + 1,9
New Holland mouse Pseudomys novaehollandiae - -
broad-toothed mouse Mastacomys fuscus - -
swamp rat Rattus lutreolus - + 2,9
Goulds wattled bat Chalinolobus gouldii + + 7,9
chocolate wattled bat Chalinolobus morio - + 2,9
large forest bat Vespadelus darlingtoni - + 2,9
southern forest bat Vespadelus regulus - + 2,9
little forest bat Vespadelus vulturnus + + 2,8,9
Tasmanian pipistrelle Falsistrellus tasmaniensis - + 2
lesser long-eared bat Nyctophilus geoffroyi - + 3,9
Tasmanian long-eared bat Nyctophilus sherrini - + 9
Total 13 25

INTRODUCED MAMMALS
goat Capra hircus - + 2
cat Felis catus - + 2,8,9
house mouse Mus musculus - + 2,9
black rat Rattus rattus + + 2,8,9
rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus + - 2,8,9
fox Vulpes vulpes + - 6
Total 3 5
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Appendix 2
Number of animal visits to camera-traps at various locations on South Bruny Island,  

first number denotes daytime visits, second nightime visits. See Table 2 for vegetation and camera codes.
The yellow bladderwort

The yellow bladderwort (Utricularia australis), 
which is listed as rare under the Tasmanian 
Threatened Species Protection Act (1995), was found 
growing in fire dams along the Cuthberts Road on 
South Bruny Island during the survey.  The species 
grows as a free floating aquatic in permanent or 
semipermanent water.  This is the first time it has 
been recorded from Bruny Island or from the 
southeast of Tasmania (the nearest other known 
populations being at Lake Tiberias near Oatlands, 
which is over 100 km north).

The yellow bladderwort is an intriguing species 
on several levels, including being carnivorous.  
Carnivory in plants is an adaptation to living in 
low nutrient environments, with several unrelated 
plant groups using a range of mechanisms to 
trap live prey to supplement the nutrients they 
can passively gain from their surroundings.  
Bladderworts (which are a large genus with 
a more or less global distribution) use what 
is arguably the most sophisticated trapping 
mechanisms known in plants – they produce tiny 
“bladders” which are actively pumped empty of 
water and which have a trigger near the mouth.  
Disturbance of the trigger causes the bladder 
to rapidly (within a fraction of a second) inflate 
via osmotic pressure, sucking in the prey in the 
process.  The digestive enzymes within the 
bladder (responsible for the osmotic gradient and 
thus osmotic pressure via which the trap works) 
then rapidly dissolve the prey.

In Tasmania the yellow bladderwort has only ever 
once been recorded to flower, and it is thought 
to be spread by waterbirds incidentally carrying 
fragments of plants between sites.  The yellow 
bladderwort is also only seasonally active, behaving 
more or less like an annual species.  Instead of 
relying on seed to re-grow the following year, in 
autumn, each plant instead produces a number 
of structures called turions which are small round 
buds at the ends of the branches.  These turions 
then detach and sink to the bottom of the pond 
where they sit during the winter.  When the water 
warms up again the following spring, the turions 
begin to grow producing a new and genetically 
identical plant to the parent.
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Figure 1.  West Cloudy Head Phytophthora 
Management Area.

Phytophthora is a widespread and diverse genus 
of Oomycetes or water moulds, which can occur 
in soil and also act as pathogens on plant roots.  
Although they are poorly known, Tasmania does 
have numerous native species of Phytophthora 
which for the most part, appear to cause no harm.  
The introduced plant root pathogen (Phytophthora 
cinnamomi), however, is regarded as a severe 
risk to biodiversity in Tasmania and elsewhere, 
and is responsible for rapidly killing susceptible 
species from a wide range of plant families and 
changing the structure and floristics of vegetation.  
In 2003 DPIPWE identified priority areas for 
the protection of threatened species and plant 
communities that are at risk from P. cinnamomi in 
Tasmania (Schahinger et al. 2003).  West Cloudy 
Head (Figure 1) was selected as one of these 
priority areas for protection and is designated a 
Phytophthora Management Area, conserving a 
representative area of P. cinnamomi free heathland 
in the Southeast Bioregion.  Subsequently the 
Parks and Wildlife Service (PWS) has undertaken 
to manage West Cloudy Head as one of the 
67 Phytophthora Management Areas across 
Tasmania.  The key aim of the Hamish Saunders 
Expedition to West Cloudy Head in 2013 was to 
reassess the P. cinnamomi status and management 
prescriptions of the area.

West Cloudy Head 
Phytophthora  
cinnamomi  

Survey

Tim Rudman and Nicole Gill

Location:
West Cloudy Head is a high dolerite 
headland on the western side of Cloudy Bay 
on South Bruny Island

Date of survey:
Nicole Gill and Tim Rudman visited the 
area on the 3rd of December 2013. 

Centroid:
514500E, 5185350N

INTRODUCTION
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The West Cloudy Head Phytophthora 
Management Area is located within South Bruny 
National Park, approximately 3 km east of Cape 
Bruny Lighthouse on the southern shoreline of 
Bruny Island.  The area was surveyed on foot from 
Lighthouse Road in the north and Lighthouse 
Beach in the west.  Vegetation along the main 
drainage line in the west of the management area 
and lower slopes of West Cloudy Head were 
targeted due to the presence of more susceptible 
vegetation and potential incursion points.  The 
area around West Cloudy Head was not surveyed 
due to time constraints and expected lower 
disease risk.

Where plants potentially infested with P. 
cinnamomi were identified, species both affected 
and unaffected by dieback were noted and 
a sample of soil and roots were collected 
(comprising of sub-samples from around three or 
more symptomatically diseased plants of different 
species where possible).  The roots of recently 
dead pink swamp heath (Sprengelia incarnata) 
were also opportunistically inspected for visible 
root lesions.  Pink swamp heath is a species that 
is highly susceptible to the pathogen and is used 
as an indicator species.  All samples were sent 
to the DPIPWE Plant Health Laboratory for 
isolation of Phytophthora species and where these 
were isolated, we determined if P. cinnamomi was 
present.

A species list for the Phytophthora Management 
Area was compiled by noting species encountered 
during the survey (Appendix 1).  Vegetation 
communities were also noted and vegetation 
classification is in accordance with TASVEG 3.0 
(DPIPWE 2013).

Whilst undertaking the surveys, strict hygiene 
precautions were taken to control the risk of 
spreading P. cinnamomi and in accordance with 
the guidelines (Allen and Garcia 2010), footwear 
and equipment were cleaned prior to entering 
the Management Area.  Within the Management 
Area, hygiene was applied when moving out of 
any potential P. cinnamomi infestation that was 
encountered.  All soil sampling was undertaken 
with pre- and post-sampling disinfection of 
equipment.

Figure 2.  West Cloudy Head Phytophthora Management Area map.

METHODS

Vegetation and flora
An intergrading mosaic of wetland and coastal 
heathland was present in the centre of the 
Management Area.  More elevated areas along 
the coast were covered in coastal scrub with 
outcropping dolerite rock plates and Eucalyptus 
obliqua dry forest and woodland (DOB) alongside 
Lighthouse Road, in the north of the Management 
Area (Figure 2).  This community occurs over 
dolerite derived soil and is considered a relatively 
low impact environment for P. cinnamomi.  A 
population of the threatened species and a known 
P. cinnamomi host, pretty heath (Epacris virgata) 
(vulnerable, Threatened Species Protection Act 1995 
[TSPA]), was also observed in this community.  

RESULTS
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The Wet heathland (SHW) observed in the 
drainage lines was characterised by swamp 
honeymyrtle (Melaleuca squamea), slender 
honeymyrtle (M. gibbosa), silver banksia (Banksia 
marginata), smooth parrotpea (Dillwynia 
glaberrima), spreading guineaflower (Hibbertia 
procumbens), bracken (Pteridium esculentum), 
christmas bells (Blandfordia punicea), short purple 
flag (Patersonia fragilis), spreading roperush 
(Empodisma minus), swamp heath (Epacris 
lanuginosa) and a high sedge component.  
Drier sites on the slopes graded into Coastal 
heathland (SCH) characterised by silver banksia, 
redstem wattle (Acacia myrtifolia), necklace 
sheoak (Allocasuarina monilifera), smoky teatree 
(Leptospermum glaucescens), white beardheath 
(Leucopogon collinus), broom spurge (Amperea 
xiphoclada), native cranberry (Astroloma 
humifusum), creeping bossia (Bossiaea prostrata), 
hairy boronia (Boronia pilosa), rosey heathmyrtle 
(Euryomyrtus ramosissima), smooth parrotpea, 

thick-leaf heath (Epacris myrtifolia), christmas bells, 
and chaffy sawsedge (Gahnia trifida).  On shallow 
rocky soils and around rock plate, stiff westringia 
(Westringia rigida), prickly teatree (Leptospermum 
scoparium), buttonleaf everlastingbush 
(Ozothamnus scutellifolius), ridged bushpea 
(Pultenaea stricta), and sagg (Lomandra longifolia) 
were more common.  Coastal scrub (SSC) fringed 
the seaward margins of the Management Area.

Two threatened species were identified in 
the area during the survey; the understorey 
shrub, pretty heath (vulnerable, TSPA and 
Endangered, Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999 [EPBCA]), was observed 
in stringybark (Eucalyptus obliqua) forest adjacent 
to Lighthouse Road and the small herb, wiry 
mitrewort (Phyllangium divergens) (vulnerable, 
TSPA), was recorded on rock plate in the centre 
of the Management Area.  Pretty heath is a 
new threatened species record for South Bruny 
National Park.

Wiry mitrewort is known to occur elsewhere 
in South Bruny National Park, on East Cloudy 
Head and Partridge Island.  Observations from 
West Cloudy Head and Cape Bruny during this 
survey, together with the presence of considerable 
suitable rock plate habitat for the species, suggest 
the potential for many more sites in the area. 
Populations at the surveyed rock plates were 
small, in the order of tens of plants in areas of 
less than 100 m2.  Within the Management Area, 
wiry mitrewort was present on one of the two 
rock plates visited and it is likely to occur on other 
rock plates in the vicinity.  These records further 
contribute to a large number of new records since 
this species was listed as vulnerable under the 
TSPA 1995, and supports the identified need to 
reassess the conservation status of this species 
(DPIPWE 2012).

Dieback symptoms
No clear, unambiguous patches of P. cinnamomi 
symptoms were observed in the Management 
Area.  Scattered dieback in the reliable P. 
cinnamomi indicator species, pink swampheath, 
was observed.  In the majority of cases however, 
this was not associated with dieback across a range 
of susceptible species.  Soil samples were taken 
where localised dieback was observed (Table 1), 
however, each of these sampled areas was very 
limited in extent and involved small numbers of 
diseased and dead plants.

Necklace sheoak was observed to be affected by 
dieback throughout the Management Area and 
this was also observed elsewhere in the south of 
Bruny Island.  In addition, a range of other species 
(e.g. redstem wattle), displayed a widespread, 
but lesser degree of dieback.  The dieback, which 
affected branches and whole plants, appeared to 
be synchronous with an event during the previous 
year.  In early 2013, Bruny Island experienced 
two days of hot dry air culminating in a maximum 
temperature of over 37°C at Cape Bruny 

Great sun orchid Thelymitra aristata.

Nicole recording the health of heathland.

Site Easting Northing Notes Result

WC1 513708 5186326 Dieback in redstem wattle and guitar plant (Lomatia tinctoria) 
over shallow rocky dolerite soil. 

negative

WC2 513723 5186304 Dieback in pink swampheath and redstem wattle.  
Other P. cinnamomi susceptible species unaffected. 

negative

WC3 513969 5186237 Small 3 m long patch of mortality beside a stream, including 
pink swampheath, Aotus ericoides, smooth parrotpea and 
smoky teatree. Healthy Christmas bells, trigger plants 
(Stylidium sp.) and pink swampheath in the creek-line.

negative

WC4 514107 5186304 Mostly leaf dieback in pouched coralfern (Gleichenia dicarpa), 
swamp honeymyrtle, Christmas bells, smooth parrotpea and 
pink swampheath. Occasional dead plant.

negative

WC5 514305 5186170 Scattered mortality of pink swampheath, necklace sheoak 
and dieback in redstem wattle.  Broom spurge and other 
P. cinnamomi susceptible species present are healthy (e.g. 
beardheaths).

negative

Phytophthora cinnamomi sample results.

Table 1

Lighthouse on the 4th of January (the second 
hottest day on record for that meteorological 
station).  The widespread dieback in necklace 
sheoak and redstem wattle was therefore likely 
to be caused by moisture stress and numerous 
observations of plant dieback were made across 
Tasmania following this event.  In the same 
year, well below average rainfall for January and 
February was also recorded at Cape Bruny light 
station.
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Disease status and risks
No P. cinnamomi incursions into the Management 
Area were located in the survey and it is likely the 
area remains free of infestation.  While a failure 
to isolate P. cinnamomi does not prove its absence 
(a number of factors such as soil dryness and 
time since mortality can impact on the success of 
isolating P. cinnamomi from a site), the symptoms 
observed suggest there is reasonable confidence in 
the result.  There is also a lower likelihood for the 
establishment of P. cinnamomi on the dolerite soils 
higher in the landscape and at greater distances 
from the road than surveyed.

No formed or developing access routes into the 
Management Area were observed, however, the 
area is periodically visited by walkers that may 
either enter the area via Lighthouse Bay beach, 
Lighthouse Road or from Mabel Bay beach to visit 
West Cloudy Head.  The beaches and surrounding 
forest provide buffers to disease spread into 
the Management Area, with walkers generally 
traversing low Phytophthora risk areas prior to 
entering the open heaths of West Cloudy Head.

The primary infection risk to the area arises 
from a P. cinnamomi infestation confirmed 
following this survey on the roadside to the 
immediate southwest of the Management Area.  
This infestation drains into a creek-line flowing 
towards Lighthouse Beach which borders the 
southern boundary of the area.  Water and 
wildlife movements could cause gradual incursion 
of disease, low in the landscape on the southern 
boundary.  Phytophthora cinnamomi infestations are 
also present on Lighthouse Road to the north of 
the West Head Phytophthora Management Area. 
Road maintenance and vehicle traffic on this gravel 
road will be an ongoing risk for pathogen spread 
along the Management Area boundary, yet the P. 
cinnamomi risk here is lower given that the dolerite 
soils traversed by the road through stringybark 
forest are suppressive of disease.

Conclusion
The West Cloudy Head Phytophthora 
Management Area remains a viable area for 
managing a representative area of wet heathland, 
coastal heathland and coastal scrub in the medium 
term.

Recommendations
The following recommendations will support the 
maintenance of Phytophthora susceptible species 
targeted for management:

• Maintain Lighthouse Road with gravel sourced 
from low P. cinnamomi risk quarries.

• Ensure machinery used on Lighthouse Road 
maintenance is cleaned prior to operations 
and schedule operations so that operations 
occur in known infested areas last.

• Maintain a fire regime in the heathland within 
an 8 - 20 year frequency at any one location 
and no more than twice in 25 years.

• Do not use machinery for planned burning or 
wildfire control within the Management Area.

• Maintain the low key approach to public 
visitation and avoid developments in the area.

• Passive management of P. cinnamomi risks are 
favoured over more active actions such as 
Washdown Stations, which would formalise 
visitation to the area.

Allen, K. and Gartenstein, S. (2010)  Keeping it 
Clean, A Tasmanian field hygiene manual to prevent 
the spread of freshwater pests and pathogens. 
Natural Resource Management South, Hobart.

Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water 
and Environment. (2012)  Phyllangium divergens 
Notesheet. Retrieved 29th May 2014. http://dpipwe.
tas.gov.au/Documents/Phyllangium-divergens.pdf.

Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water 
and Environment. (2013)  TASVEG 3.0. Tasmanian 
Vegetation Monitoring and Mapping Program, 
Resource Management and Conservation Division.

Schahinger, R., Rudman T. and Wardlaw, T. J. 
(2003)  Conservation of Tasmanian Plant Species & 
Communities threatened by Phytophthora cinnamomi. 
Strategic Regional Plan for Tasmania.  Technical 
Report 03/03, Nature Conservation Branch, 
Department of Primary Industries, Water and 
Environment, Hobart.

DISCUSSION

Spiky bitterpea Daviesia ulicifolia
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Polygalaceae Comesperma retusum mountain milkwort
Comesperma volubile blue lovecreeper
Banksia marginata silver banksia
Hakea epiglottis beaked hakea e
Lomatia tinctoria guitarplant e
Persoonia juniperina prickly geebung

Rutaceae Boronia pilosa hairy boronia
Correa alba native fuchsia or white correa

Santalaceae Exocarpos syrticola coast native-cherry
Stylidiaceae Stylidium armeria subsp. armeria coastal triggerplant

Stylidium graminifolium narrowleaf triggerplant
Thymelaeaceae Pimelea linifolia slender riceflower

Pimelea nivea bushmans bootlace e
Violaceae Viola hederacea ivy-leaf violet
FERNS
Dennstaedtiaceae Pteridium esculentum subsp. esculentum bracken
Gleicheniaceae Gleichenia microphylla scrambling coralfern
Lindsaeaceae Lindsaea linearis screw fern
Lycopodiaceae Phlegmariurus varius long clubmoss
Selaginellaceae Selaginella uliginosa swamp spikemoss
MONOCOT
Centrolepidaceae Centrolepis aristata pointed bristlewort

Centrolepis strigosa

Cyperaceae Gahnia grandis cutting grass
Gahnia trifida coast sawsedge
Lepidosperma filiforme common rapiersedge
Lepidosperma laterale variable swordsedge
Schoenus lepidosperma  
subsp. lepidosperma

slender bogsedge

Schoenus nitens shiny bogsedge
Schoenus turbinatus heathland bogsedge
Tetraria capillaris hair sedge

Iridaceae Diplarrena moraea white flag-iris
Patersonia fragilis short purpleflag

Liliaceae Blandfordia punicea christmas bells e
Dianella revoluta var. revoluta spreading flaxliliy

Orchidaceae Caladenia sp.

Thelymitra aristata great sun-orchid
Poaceae Austrostipa sp.

Poa clelandii purplesheath tussockgrass
Poa sp.

Rytidosperma sp.

Tetrarrhena acuminata swamp ricegrass
Tetrarrhena distichophylla hairy ricegrass

Restionaceae Empodisma minus spreading roperush
Eurychorda complanata flat cordrush
Leptocarpus tenax slender twinerush

Xanthorrhoeaceae Lomandra longifolia sagg
Xyridaceae Xyris operculata tall yelloweye

 e denotes an endemic species

Family Species Common Name

DICOT
Apiaceae Hydrocotyle muscosa mossy pennywort

Bedfordia salicina Tasmanian blanketleaf e
Coronidium scorpioides curling everlasting
Ozothamnus reticulatus veined everlastingbush e
Ozothamnus scutellifolius buttonleaf everlastingbush e

Campanulaceae Wahlenbergia sp. bluebell
Casuarinaceae Allocasuarina monilifera necklace sheoak e
Crassulaceae Crassula sieberiana Australian stonecrop

Crassula tetramera wiry stonecrop
Cunoniaceae Bauera rubioides wiry bauera
Dilleniaceae Hibbertia procumbens spreading guineaflower
Droseraceae Drosera auriculata tall sundew

Drosera binata forked sundew
Drosera pygmaea dwarf sundew

Epacridaceae Astroloma humifusum native cranberry
Epacris impressa common heath
Epacris myrtifolia cliff heath e
Epacris virgata (Kettering) e vulnerable
Leucopogon collinus white beardheath
Lissanthe strigosa subsp. subulata peachberry heath
Sprengelia incarnata pink swampheath

Euphorbiaceae Amperea xiphoclada var. xiphoclada broom spurge
Fabaceae Aotus ericoides golden pea

Bossiaea prostrata creeping bossia
Daviesia ulicifolia spiky bitterpea
Dillwynia glaberrima smooth parrotpea
Gompholobium huegelii common wedgepea
Pultenaea daphnoides heartleaf bushpea
Pultenaea juniperina prickly beauty
Pultenaea stricta rigid bushpea

Goodeniaceae Goodenia ovata hop native-primrose
Haloragaceae Gonocarpus tetragynus common raspwort
Lamiaceae Westringia rigida stiff westringia

Cassytha glabella slender dodderlaurel
Cassytha pubescens downy dodderlaurel

Loganiaceae Phyllangium divergens wiry mitrewort vulnerable
Mimosaceae Acacia myrtifolia redstem wattle

Acacia verticillata prickly moses
Myrtaceae Eucalyptus amygdalina black peppermint e

Eucalyptus obliqua stringybark
Euryomyrtus parviflora creeping heathmyrtle
Euryomyrtus ramosissima rosy heathmyrtle
Leptospermum glaucescens smoky teatree e
Leptospermum lanigerum woolly teatree
Leptospermum scoparium common teatree
Melaleuca gibbosa slender honeymyrtle  
Melaleuca squarrosa scented paperbark

Vascular flora observed in the West Cloudy Head Phytophthora Management Area

Appendix 1
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Partridge Island is a well-vegetated island about 
103 ha in size (Figure 1). The island is contained 
within South Bruny National Park which was 
created in 1997.

Indigenous past
Bands of aboriginal people from Tasmania’s 
South East Tribe are known to have visited 
Partridge Island, and it is thought that the 
island was seasonally important as a source of 
food.  Tasmanian Aboriginal clans within the 
South East Tribe who used the island included 
the Mouheneene (from around Hobart), the 
Melukerdee (of the Huon River), the Lylue-
Quonne (of Recherche Bay), and the Nuenonne 
(of Bruny Island), whose land Partridge Island was 
considered to be (PWS 2002).

Early European accounts
In 1792, the French Rear Admiral Bruni 
D’Entrecasteaux sailed into the Derwent via 
the channel which now bears his name.  He and 
his crew observed the island and some went 
ashore.  They named it, Ile au Perdrix.  It has been 
speculated that this is due to them mistaking the 
native quail for partridges (PWS 2002), although 
the French would have been just as familiar with 
vary similar species of quail or caille.  Over the 
coming years, Europeans came to use the Channel 
on a regular basis, and the island’s name was 
anglicised.

Early written accounts documented numerous 
signs of at least regular visitation to the island by 
local aboriginal peoples, if not habitation.  During 
the expedition of 1792, Jacques Labillardiere joined 
the first group of Europeans to set foot on this 
island on the 20th of May 1792, and made note of 
several forsaken huts being present (Brown 1986).  
Members of Nicholas Baudin’s famous French 
expedition visited the island on the 14th of 
January 1802.  Baudin himself, along with botanist/
ornithologist Jean-Baptiste Leschenault de La Tour, 

Partridge Island

Nicole Gill, Tim Rudman, Sally Bryant 
and Micah Visoiu.

Location:
200 m off the northern tip of Bruny 
Island’s Labillardiere Peninsula, in the 
D’Entrecasteaux Channel

Date of survey:
Nicole Gill, Tim Rudman, David 
Pemberton, Marc Choromanski and 
Emily Gray spent half a day on the 
island on the 28th of November 
2013.  A revisit was undertaken 
by Nicole Gill, Sally Bryant, Sophia 
Callander and Micah Visoiu on the 
27th of July 2014.

Centroid:
508100E, 5194800N

INTRODUCTION

Figure 1. Partridge Island seen from the west.
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Today, the island is often visited by members of 
the recreational boating community, who are able 
to moor off the jetty in the island’s northeast 
(Figure 2).  The island is also situated close to a 
number of salmon farms, which produce significant 
quantities of water-borne rubbish and the 
companies visit periodically to perform cleaning.

Fauna
There are a number of historical references to 
the local fauna of Partridge Island.  In 1988 a brief 
survey was carried out with the primary aim of 
assessing sea bird and marine mammal utilisation 
of the island (Brothers et al. 2001).  During this 
visit, a breeding population of 50 little penguin 
(Eudyptula minor) pairs were recorded in burrows 
across the northern section of the island.  A 
few other little penguins were also observed 
in the island’s south.  This survey (which was 
conducted after the fire of 1988), also reported 
finding several short-tailed shearwater (Ardenna 
tenuirostris) skeletons, although the authors saw 
no obvious signs that there was an active breeding 
shearwater population on the island itself.  They 
considered the island’s soils to be “shallow and 
inadequate for burrow-nesting species, with 
grazing and burning having been regular activities” 
(ibid).  A full list of species observed historically 
and during the 2013/14 survey may be seen in 
Appendix 1.

The forty-spotted pardalote (Pardalotus 
quadragintus) is a nationally endangered small 
forest bird that is endemic to Tasmania and is 
heavily dependent on white gum (Eucalyptus 
viminalis) trees.  It was first recorded on Partridge 
Island in 1978 by G. Foster who collected a dead 
bird.  Seven years later, a systematic survey of 
the species was carried out on the island and 
the boundaries of a colony in shrubby regrowth 
around cleared pasture were mapped across the 
northern half of the island (Brown 1986).  The 
study found two nests and estimated the colony 

contained 80 to 100 birds over 37 hectares making 
it the largest known colony on South Bruny Island 
at that time.  Soon afterwards, Peter Brown and 
Geoff Copson (PWS biologists) commenced an 
ecological study of the species on the island and 
for several years mist-netted and banded birds to 
determine their longevity and home range, but this 
work remains unpublished (S. Bryant, pers. comm. 
2014).  A resurvey of forty-spotted pardalote on 
Partridge Island in 1995 found that the population 
had increased to over 160 birds and that the 
colony had expanded southward into the white 
gum regrowth (Bryant 1997).  While Partridge 
Island has been visited numerous times during the 
intervening years, no further assessment of the 
species on the island has been made.

Swift parrots (Lathamus discolor), another 
threatened species, are noted to visit the island 
in the spring time to feed on flowering eucalypts 
(ibid).  Introduced black rats (Rattus rattus) were 
known to be present in the 1980s when they 

were amongst the group who visited and recorded 
interactions with a local aboriginal group they 
encountered.  Translations from their diaries which 
have been published (Baudin 1974; Plomely 1983) 
describe this visit in detail.  Whilst at the southern 
end of the island, the French observed a large 
group of aboriginal people on the other side of 
what is now called, Partridge Narrows.  On seeing 
the French, several of them waded across the 
shallow channel where they met the French and 
had a friendly exchange, including exchanging some 
gifts.  Following this, several aboriginals joined the 
French on their walk around the island, during 
which both Baudin and Leschenault recorded 
seeing bark dwellings as well as tree-hollow 
shelters.  These latter shelters were created in 
enormous live trees that had been carefully burnt 
out at the base.  The opening in the trunks were 
so designed to be protected from the weather, 
and the trees contained hollows big enough to 
hold a fire and eight to ten people (Plomley 1983). 
These trees must have been on the northern half 
of the island, where there are still deep fertile 
soils, although no trees even approaching these 
dimensions survive today.  Baudin’s expedition also 
noted that;

“This little island did not seem to me to be 
inhabited as a rule but the natives could come 
there from time to time to collect sea ears 
(mussels) and Ormiers (abalone) which were 
to be found in great quantity adhering to the 
rocks on this shore.”

Colonial accounts
In 1825, Partridge Island was included as part 
of a land grant to Captain John Laughton, who 
gave his name to its northern point (PWS 2002).  
A reported altercation between two of his 
employees and a group of the local Aboriginal 
people the following year in December 1826, 
indicate the continued importance of the island to 
the local people up until this point.

Following this land grant, Partridge Island changed 
hands several times up until 1973.  In 1848, the 
island was offered for sale in the Hobart Town 
Courier.  It was described as an island which -

“abounds with the very best timber including 
she-oak for shipbuilding and is well adapted 
for a whaling station” (PWS 2002).

The fertile band in the north of the island was 
largely cleared and converted to “English grass” 
by 1895, when it was surveyed and sold again.  At 
this time, the island also possessed a jetty and a 
boat house, as well as an eight-room stone and 
brick house, with associated flower gardens, oaks, 
poplars and dry-stone walls.  Although the island 
was primarily used for sheep grazing during this 
time, the occupants also nurtured food gardens, 
which would have provided crucial additions to 
their almost self-sufficient lifestyles.

In 1973 Melbourne doctor, Richard Ham, 
purchased the island with the intent of opening 
up a sailing academy and nature retreat, and 
commenced construction of some cabins for 
accommodation.  Only two years later in 1975, 
and after an acrimonious battle well reported in 
the local press, the island was purchased by the 
State Government using its compulsory acquisition 
powers under the Land Resumption Act 1958.  

By 1987 vandalism had become such a problem 
that the Parks and Wildlife Service made the 
decision to remove much of the remaining island 
infrastructure, leaving only a jetty, a small hut and a 
concrete slab.  A year later the island burnt and in 
2010, the hut was subsequently removed.

In 1997, Partridge Island, along with the 
Labillardiere Peninsula, was gazetted as part of the 
South Bruny National Park, which they remain a 
part of to this day.

Figure 2.  Expeditioners read the 
interpretation sign at the Partridge Island jetty.
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were trapped whilst undertaking a forty-spotted 
pardalote monitoring program (G. Copson, 
pers. comm. 2013), and it is likely they had been 
present on the island for many years.  Historically, 
European rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus) are 
known to have been in high numbers at various 
times, one such reference appears in an article in 
The Huon Times on the 2nd of November 1933, 
describing a hunting party’s unsuccessful trip to the 
island - 

“Then there seemed to be so many rabbits 
that it would be impossible to miss them, but 
they did.”

The Small Southern Islands Conservation 
Management Statement (PWS 2002) states that 
rabbits have been eradicated from the island, 
however, it seems more likely that they have 
drifted naturally to local extinction rather than any 
actual eradication ever taking place.

In the minutes of the Royal Society of Tasmania 
meeting in 1871 (The Mercury, 15th of May 1871), 
Mr Morton Allport, during a discussion of the 
carnivorous marsupials of South Bruny Island, 
reported that he had seen “Antechinus leucopus” 
on South Bruny and also in considerable numbers 
on Partridge Island.  This is an obsolete name for 
the white-footed dunnart (Sminthopsis leucopus) 
and provides an intriguing observation.

Figure 4.  Forty-spotted pardalote survey sites 
and vegetation communities July 2014.

Figure 5.  Healthy white gum woodland on 
Partridge Island July 2014.
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Fauna

Camera-trapping
Two remote cameras were left on the island 
for two nights in late November 2013; one was 
situated near the jetty and the other was located 
near the Southern tip of the island.  Incidental 
observations were also recorded whilst walking 
around the island.

Forty-spotted pardalote survey
On the 21st July 2014, a forty-spotted pardalote 
survey was undertaken across the northern 
sector of the island.  This was followed by a 
visit on the 18th of September 2014, to obtain 
sound recordings and to circumnavigate the 
island to view the extent of white gum.  The 
survey methodology followed that of Bryant 
(2010) by conducting a census for 20 mins at a 
stationary point counting all the birds heard and 
seen within a 2 ha radius.  An estimate of the 
percentage white gum in the canopy was made at 
each point and Table 1 contains the site locations 
and field notes made during the July visit.  The 
mapped colony and notes made by Brown (1986) 
presented in Figure 3 and Figure 4 shows the 
area surveyed during July 2014.  Figure 5 depicts 
a typical healthy white gum surrounding Partridge 
Island base.

METHODS

Site Easting Northing % white 
gum

Count Notes

Base 508492 5195230 60 8 Calling profusely around foundations of house and 
foraging along coast above old boatshed site, lerp  
clicking, trees full canopy in excellent condition. 

P 1 508191 5195160 60 10 Multiple contact and breeding calls, 2 small flocks, regular 
lerp clicking and activity, dense blackberry understorey

P 2 508086 5194886 60-70 10 Calling constantly, contact & breeding calls, good E. vim. 
full canopy, dense understorey

P 3 507891 5194956 40 4 Contact calls, 1.30pm lunch site, scattered mature E. vim.

P 4 508102 5195076 30 4 Contact calls, 2.15 pm, scattered mature E. vim.,  
good condition.

P 5 508264 5195273 60 8 Repeated breeding calls, grassy knoll, beautiful mature E. 
vim. surrounding coast, 3.30pm end

Total 30-70 44 Lots of forty-spotted pardalote activity including breeding 
calls, habitat in excellent condition

Table 1
Forty-spotted pardalote survey on Partridge Island, July 2014.

Flora

The island was walked from north to south near 
the east coast returning via the southwest coast 
and traversing across the center of the island.  All 
plant species encountered were recorded and 
notes were taken on vegetation communities and 
boundaries between vegetation types.  The island 
was also circumnavigated and notes on community 
boundaries recorded.  This information was 
used to update the vegetation map with the aid 
of satellite imagery sourced from Google Earth 
(CNES imagery, 15th of September 2013).

Figure 3.  Map of Brown’s 1985 forty-spotted pardalote colony and associated notes (Brown 1986).
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Fauna

Camera-trapping
Both cameras recorded images of the introduced 
black rat, confirming their continued presence.  
It seems unusual that Partridge Island would be 
devoid of native mammals due to the relatively 
large size of the island, diversity of vegetation and 
close proximity to the Labillardiere Peninsula, 
which can be walked to at low tide.  It is possible 
that historically present native mammals, such 
as Morton Allport’s dunnarts, have become 
extinct on the island due to fire and stock grazing 
pressures over the last 200 years.  It is also 
possible that small mammals such as the white-
footed dunnart, swamp rat (Rattus lutreolus) 
and swamp antechinus (Antechinus minimus) are 
present but have remained undetected in the 
heath on the southern end of the island, as this 
area has not been surveyed in a manner likely 
to detect these species.  The two latter species 
are known to be common in similar vegetation 
on the Labillardiere Peninsula.  The camera on 
the southern end of the island recorded several 
images of short-tailed shearwaters, which are likely 
to be breeding on the island in small numbers in 
this area.

Forty-spotted pardalote survey
A robust population of forty-spotted pardalote 
were present on Partridge Island, despite the 
significant decline of the species recorded 
elsewhere in recent times (Bryant 2010).  The 
dry white gum forest and woodland habitat on 
the northern half of the island was in good health 
and contained multi-aged trees, including mature 
trees with spreading canopies and numerous 
hollows and crevices for breeding.  The prevalence 
of weeds in the understorey however, may pose 
issues for regeneration in the future.  The trees 
showed less evidence of having suffered the same 
degree of dieback observed in forest on mainland 
Bruny Island during the preceding years (Bryant 

2010) which further supports the finding of an 
abundance of this and other bird species.  Given 
the island’s close proximity to mainland Bruny and 
Tasmania and its lack of permanent water, it is 
difficult to explain why the island has not been so 
drought affected.

A total of 42 adult birds were estimated at the six 
census sites in habitat that varied from between 
30% to 70% white gum composition.  This survey 
covered approximately half of the suitable habitat 
on the island.  Extrapolating from these results 
suggests the forty-spotted Pardalote population 
on the island could be in the range of 80 to 100 
birds and thus comparable to estimates obtained 
during previous surveys.  This confirms the 
importance of Partridge Island to this species long 
term conservation and future survival.  Given 
the extent of suitable habitat on Partridge Island 
this species may have reached its holding capacity 
of around 100 birds and is unlikely to increase 
further without a white gum supplementation 
program.  Birds on the island must be dispersing 
on a regular basis to either mainland Bruny Island 
by crossing the Narrows or even potentially across 
the channel to mainland Tasmania to the coast 
between Dover and Southport.

White gum is one of the more dominant eucalypts 
on the island and occurs in varying densities 
across the mid and northern section but does not 
extend to the southern sector facing the Narrows 
or along the western coast.  This suggests the 
boundary of the forty-spotted Pardalote colony 
today still largely resembles that mapped by Brown 
(1986) with a small expansion northward towards 
Laughtons Point and southward to include the 
white gum that has regenerated there over time.

Other observations
The tides and currents within the area regularly 
deposit a plethora of detritus on the island’s 
eastern shore.  Part of this coast was walked in 

July 2014, during which numerous bones of fur 
seals (Arctocephalus sp.) were encountered, as well 
as the skeletal remains of a bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops truncatus).  Perhaps more surprisingly, the 
remains of a cow (Bos taurus) were also observed 
– these had presumably floated down one of 
the southern rivers before coming to rest on the 
island’s shore.

On the 21st of July, a small, approximately half-
grown humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) 
was seen coasting along the southwest coast of 
the island, as close as 50 m from the shore.  A 
distinctive scar on the dorsal fin of this whale 
allowed it to be identified as having been present 
two weeks prior to this sighting, in the mouth of 
the Derwent River (45 km North of Partridge 
Island).

Flora

There have been 169 species of vascular plants 
recorded from Partridge Island, 58 of which 
were first recorded during the two surveys 
associated with this Hamish Saunders Memorial 
Expedition.  Of this total, 126 plants are dicots, 36 
are monocots, six are ferns and one is a conifer.  
Fifteen of the plant species found on the island are 
endemic to Tasmania and 36 are introduced, the 
latter reflecting the long period over which the 
island has been used for grazing and agriculture.  
A full list of species observed as part of this 
expedition may be found in Appendix 2.

One interesting feature of the vegetation on the 
island is that the apparent lack of herbivores has 
caused many plants to grow atypically lush; for 
instance several facultatively spiky species such 
as native currants (Coprosma quadrifida), have 
reverted to a more foliose form.

RESULTS

Vegetation communities
The vegetation has been mapped using the 
vegetation mapping communities from Kitchener 
and Harris (2013), which relate to the state 
vegetation map TASVEG 3.0 (Figure 6).  The 
mapping has been updated from the ground-
truthing carried out during the latest surveys.

There are several distinct zones of vegetation 
present on the island, which appear to correspond 
with the quality of the soil, the level of exposure 
to the elements, and changes in land use over the 
last two hundred years.

Figure 6.  Updated vegetation map of Partridge Is.
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dominant.  All trees in this community would be 
less than 100 years old, with several distinct areas 
of different aged forest present, likely relating to 
past fire scars.  Trees in this forest community 
reach approximately 40 m in some sections.  The 
understorey was dense with bracken (Pteridium 
esculentum) and midstorey shrubs, such as tree 
everlastingbush (Ozothamnus ferrugineus) and 
native currants.  Environmental weeds were 
widespread in this section, with blackberry (Rubus 
fruticosus agg.) being especially prevalent.

This fertile zone contains an area that would 
have still been cleared pasture until perhaps 

The northern half of the island was quite fertile, 
with relatively deep soils, and the endemic 
vegetation of the area consisting of Eucalyptus 
viminalis-Eucalyptus globulus coastal forest (DVC) 
(Figure 7).  It would have been in this area that 
trees big enough to be converted into the tree 
shelters described by Nicholas Baudin, would have 
grown.  Trees of these dimensions may have been 
either of the dominant tree species and would 
have been several hundred years old.  Presently, 
the remaining areas of DVC were dominated by 
white gums (Eucalyptus viminalis) and blue gums 
(Eucalyptus globulus), with stringybarks (Eucalyptus 
obliqua) occurring to a lesser extent as a sub-

Figure 9.  Eucalyptus obliqua dry forest (DOB) on the  mid-east coast.

Figure 7.  Typical Eucalyptus viminalis-Eucalyptus globulus coastal forest (DVC) on the island.

Figure 8. Abandoned farmland in the north of Partridge Island containing a Norfolk Island pine and oak tree.

twenty or thirty years ago.  Recent fire and land 
management practices have led to this area 
being now dominated by introduced species.  It 
is presently a weed-scape, and mapped as such 
as a Weed infestation (FWU).  Pasture grasses, 
blackberry, blue periwinkle (Vinca major) and 
English ivy (Hedera helix) dominated and the 
weedy understorey was periodically punctuated 
by a row of large old English oaks (Quercus robur), 
pear (Pyrus communis) and apple (Malus pumila) 
trees and a large Norfolk Island pine (Araucaria 
heterophylla) (Figure 8).

Approximately halfway down the island, there 
was an abrupt change in vegetation, which 
was dictated by a change in substrate from the 
aforementioned deep fertile soils to what was 
more or less sand.  This transition coincided with 
a change in slope suggesting there is an overlying 
dune in this section.  Judging by the vegetation 
transition, this dune lies in a more or less east/
west orientation across the middle of the island.  

There was also an abrupt transition from DVC, 
in which weeds are ubiquitous, to Eucalyptus 
obliqua dry forest (DOB), in which weed species 
were largely absent.  The vegetation was dryer 
and more open than in the DVC with stringybark 
dominant and occasional specimens of black 
peppermint (Eucalyptus amygdalina) (Figure 9).  
The understorey consisted of dense bracken with 
low scleromorphic shrubs, such as common tea 
tree (Leptospermum scoparium).  During the July 
visit, a number of orchids were observed growing 
in the rare open areas.

Further south still in the bottom third of the island, 
the sand becomes shallower, dolerite bedrock is 
exposed on the coast, and where this rock has 
weathered, an orange clayey subsoil is exposed.  
The DOB thins out, and the vegetation changes 
in relation to the drainage of the area (i.e. in areas 
of poor drainage the vegetation becomes scrubby 
and in areas of better drainage, the vegetation is 
healthier).



So
uth B

runy and its O
ffshore Islands, N

atural V
alues Survey 2013

60

So
uth B

runy and its O
ffshore Islands, N

atural V
alues Survey 2013

61

There is a major opportunity for Partridge Island 
to play a crucial role in the conservation of the 
forty-spotted pardalote.  This site offers potential 
as a source population for birds to restock the 
depleted Flinders Island population (Bryant and 
Webb 2012) and also as a study site to look more 
closely at the genetics and dispersal of this species 
confined to a relatively small island.  The island 
appears to be buffered from forest stressors 
acting on white gum forests on mainland Bruny 
Island, and provides the opportunity to improve 
habitat availability for the pardalotes in an area 
which is free of the introduced predators present 
at other sites.

Weed infestations on Partridge Island are 
extensive, especially in the northern half, occupying 
large areas of potential habitat for native species.  
In particular, blackberries, blue periwinkle, English 
ivy and briar rose (Rosa rubiginosa) smother large 
areas of the island.  Such infestations may result 
in the suppression of eucalypt seedling growth, 
which can lead to a long-term deterioration of the 
habitat of the resident forty-spotted pardalotes 
and visiting swift parrots.  There is scope for the 
weed-infested paddocks beneath the white gums 
forest to be rehabilitated, potentially increasing 
the island’s carrying capacity for the forty-spotted 
pardalotes.  Action to manage the general suite of 
weeds will necessarily require a habitat restoration 
approach to reduce the available niches for weeds 
into the future.  Given that the weeds present 
will quickly re-establish, long-term ongoing weed 
management will be required.

Other woody weeds however, such as holly (Ilex 
aquifolium), and fuchsia (Fuchsia magellanica), are 
limited in extent and may be effectively removed 
in isolation to reduce potential impacts.  While 
other introduced trees, including pears, oaks and 
Norfolk Island pines are present on the island, they 
are limited in extent and unlikely to spread, posing 
little threat to the native species and providing 
a visual reminder of the island’s brief agricultural 
period.

Recommendations
•  Weed control programs are best considered as 

a component of ongoing habitat restoration and 
not developed as stand-alone programs. 

•  The potential for restoration of white gum with 
blue gum community in the cleared area to be 
assessed, considering the Aboriginal and cultural 
and historical heritage values, weed infestations 
and cultural or public use of the area.  From 
this, a restoration plan and schedule of works 
could be developed.

•  Prevention of any fire outbreak onto the island 
(which can be aided by the removal of the 
makeshift fireplace that has also encouraged 
the cutting of some live and dead white gum as 
firewood) and the development of a fire plan 
as a component of a restoration plan to identify 
the role (if any) of planned burning in vegetation 
management on the island.

DISCUSSION

Figure 10.  Coastal heath (SCH) on the southwest coast of Partridge Island.

Figure 11.  View from the southwest coast of Partridge Island looking to the Labillardiere Peninsula.

Coastal scrub (SSC) occured closer to the coast, 
with this vegetation community dominated by 
silver banksia (Banksia marginata), coastal correa 
(Correa alba), common tea tree and coastal beard 
heath (Leucopogon parviflorus).  The Coastal 
heath (SCH) community present in this area 
was an unusual form, containing large amounts 
of the veined everlastingbush (Ozothamnus 
reticulatus) present on the wind-exposed west 
coast (Figure 10).  Further inland, this community 
was dominated by the blue-green tea tree 
(Leptospermum glaucescens), common tea tree, and 
in wetter places, swamp heath (Epacris lanuginosa) 
and pink swamp-heath (Sprengelia incarnata).

The west coast of the island was characterised by 
low columnar jointed dolerite cliffs and jumbles of 
fallen blocks (Figure 11) (this is quite different to 
the east coast which is low energy and is mainly 
composed of weathered jumbled boulders and 
cobbles with little or no outcropping rock).  On 
the slopes above the western coast there is a thin 
band of Allocasuarina verticillata forest (NAV), 
which is characteristic of this type of environment.  
The vegetation is typified by open drooping 
she-oak (Allocasuarina verticillata) forest underlain 
by a dense covering of leaf litter, with occasional 
tussocks of coast spear-grass (Austrostipa stipoides) 
and coastal correa bushes.
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Common name Species Source

BIRDS
short-tailed shearwater Ardenna tenuirostris 1
little penguin Eudyptula minor 1
little pied cormorant Microcarbo melanoleucos 3
little black cormorant Phalacrocorax sulcirostris 3
brown quail Coturnix ypsilophora 1, 3, 5
white-bellied sea-eagle Haliaeetus leucogaster v 1, 5
brown goshawk Accipiter fasciatus 1, 2, 5
peregrine falcon Falco peregrinus 1, 5
yellow-tailed black cockatoo Calyptorhynchus funereus 2
swift parrot Lathamus discolor e, EN 5
green rosella Platycercus caledonicus 1, 2, 3, 5
beautiful firetail Melanodryas vittata 3
grey fantail Rhipidura fuliginosa 2, 3
olive whistler Pachycephala olivacea 3
golden whistler Pachycephala pectoralis 2
striated pardalote Pardalotus striatus 2, 3
spotted pardalote Pardalotus punctatus 2, 3, 5
forty-spotted pardalote Pardalotus quadragintus e, EN 1, 2, 3
Tasmanian scrubwren Sericornis humilis 1, 2, 3, 5
flame robin Petroica phoenicea 3
dusky robin Melanodryas vittata 2, 3
yellow wattlebird Anthochaera paradoxa 2
eastern spinebill Acanthorhynchus tenuirostris 2, 3
yellow-throated honeyeater Lichenostomus flavicollis 2, 3
New Holland honeyeater Phylidonyris novaehollandiae 2, 3
strong-billed honeyeater Melithreptus validirostris 1, 2, 5
black-headed honeyeater Melithreptus affinis 1, 2, 5
grey shrike-thrush Colluricincla harmonica 1, 2, 3, 5
black-faced cuckoo shrike Coracina novaehollandiae 3
fan-tailed cuckoo Cacomantis flabelliformis 3
dusky woodswallow Artamus cyanopterus 3
silvereye Zosterops lateralis 2
tree martin Melanodryas vittata 3
forest raven Corvus tasmanicus 1, 2,  5
common blackbird Turdus merula i 1, 2, 3
REPTILES
blotched blue-tongued lizard Tiliqua nigrolutea 5
MAMMALS
hump-backed whale Megaptera novaeangliae e, VU 4
bottlenose dolphin Tursiops truncates 4
black rat Rattus rattus i 2, 5
white footed dunnart Sminthopsis leucopus 6

i denotes an introduced species; e endangered and v vulnerable under the TSPA 1995;  
EN endangered and VU vulnerable under the EPBCA 1999.

Fauna observations on Partridge Island sourced from: 1, Brothers et al. (2001);   
2, Hamish Saunders Expedition, November 2013;  3, S. Bryant 30 Sept 1993;   

4, N. Gill and M. Visoiu, 21 July 2014;  5, Small Southern Islands Conservation Management  
Statement, Parks and Wildlife Service (2002);  6, M. Allport 1860’s or 70’s.
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Accessed through Google Earth on 1st May 2014.
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Family Species Common Names

DICOTS
Aizoaceae Carpobrotus rossii native pigface

Tetragonia implexicoma bower spinach
Apiaceae Apium prostratum subsp. prostratum sea celery

Hydrocotyle hirta hairy pennywort
Apocynaceae Vinca major blue periwinkle i
Aquifoliaceae Ilex aquifolium holly i
Araliaceae Hedera helix ivy i
Asteraceae Argentipallium dealbatum white everlasting

Bedfordia linearis slender blanket leaf e
Bedfordia salicina Tasmanian blanketleaf e
Cassinia aculeata subsp. aculeata common dollybush
Coronidium scorpioides curling everlasting
Hypochaeris radicata rough catsear i
Lagenophora stipitata blue bottledaisy
Olearia phlogopappa dusty daisybush
Olearia ramulosa twiggy daisybush
Olearia stellulata sawleaf daisybush
Ozothamnus ferrugineus tree everlastingbush
Ozothamnus reticulatus veined everlastingbush e
Ozothamnus scutellifolius buttonleaf everlastingbush e
Senecio hispidissimus coarse fireweed
Senecio linearifolius fireweed groundsel
Senecio quadridentatus cotton fireweed
Sonchus oleraceus common sowthistle i

Campanulaceae Lobelia anceps angled lobelia
Wahlenbergia stricta subsp. stricta tall bluebell

Casuarinaceae Allocasuarina monilifera necklace sheoak e
Allocasuarina verticillata drooping sheoak

Chenopodiaceae Atriplex prostrata creeping orache i
Rhagodia candolleana  
subsp. candolleana

coastal saltbush

Sarcocornia quinqueflora beaded glasswort
Suaeda australis southern seablite

Convolvulaceae Dichondra repens kidneyweed
Dilleniaceae Hibbertia procumbens spreading guineaflower
Droseraceae Drosera auriculata tall sundew
Epacridaceae Astroloma humifusum native cranberry

Epacris impressa common heath
Epacris lanuginosa swamp heath
Leucopogon collinus white beardheath
Leucopogon ericoides pink beardheath
Leucopogon parviflorus coast beardheath
Lissanthe strigosa subsp. subulata peachberry heath
Monotoca elliptica tree broomheath
Monotoca glauca goldey wood

Vascular plant species recorded on Partridge Island.

Appendix 2
Sprengelia incarnata pink swampheath

Euphorbiaceae Amperea xiphoclada var. xiphoclada broom spurge
Poranthera microphylla small poranthera

Fabaceae Aotus ericoides golden pea
Bossiaea prostrata creeping bossia
Daviesia sejugata leafy spiky bitterpea
Daviesia ulicifolia spiky bitterpea
Dillwynia cinerascens grey parrotpea
Dillwynia glaberrima smooth parrotpea
Genista monspessulana canary broom i
Kennedia prostrata running postman
Pultenaea daphnoides heartleaf bushpea
Pultenaea dentata swamp bushpea
Pultenaea juniperina prickly beauty
Pultenaea stricta rigid bushpea
Trifolium dubium suckling clover i
Vicia sativa spring vetch, vetch, common vetch or 

tare
i

Fagaceae Quercus robur common oak, pedunculate oak, English 
oak or oak

i

Fumariaceae Fumaria muralis subsp. muralis wall fumitory i
Gentianaceae Centaurium erythraea common centaury i
Geraniaceae Geranium potentilloides var. potentilloides mountain cranesbill

Geranium solanderi southern cranesbill
Goodeniaceae Goodenia ovata hop native-primrose
Haloragaceae Gonocarpus tetragynus common raspwort

Gonocarpus teucrioides forest raspwort
Lauraceae Cassytha glabella slender dodderlaurel

Cassytha pubescens downy dodderlaurel
Linaceae Linum marginale native flax
Loganiaceae Mitrasacme pilosa hairy mitrewort
Mimosaceae Acacia genistifolia spreading wattle

Acacia longifolia subsp. longifolia Sydney coast wattle i
Acacia longifolia subsp. sophorae coast wattle
Acacia melanoxylon blackwood
Acacia myrtifolia redstem wattle
Acacia riceana arching wattle e
Acacia stricta hop wattle
Acacia suaveolens sweet wattle
Acacia verticillata prickly moses

Myrtaceae Eucalyptus amygdalina black peppermint e
Eucalyptus globulus Tasmanian blue gum
Eucalyptus nitida western peppermint e
Eucalyptus obliqua stringybark
Eucalyptus ovata var. ovata black gum
Eucalyptus tenuiramis silver peppermint e
Eucalyptus viminalis subsp. viminalis white gum
Leptospermum glaucescens smoky teatree e
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Liliaceae Blandfordia punicea christmas bells e
Dianella revoluta var. revoluta spreading flaxliliy
Dianella tasmanica forest flaxlily
Drymophila cyanocarpa turquoise berry
Narcissus sp. i

Orchidaceae Microtis unifolia common onion-orchid
Pterostylis concinna trim greenhood
Pterostylis melagramma blackstripe greenhood
Pterostylis nutans nodding greenhood
Pterostylis tasmanica small bearded greenhood
Thelymitra sp.

Poaceae Aira caryophyllea subsp. caryophyllea silvery hairgrass i
Anthoxanthum odoratum sweet vernalgrass i
Austrostipa stipoides coast speargrass
Austrostipa stuposa corkscrew speargrass
Bromus diandrus great brome i
Cynosurus echinatus rough dogstail i
Dactylis glomerata cocksfoot i
Dichelachne crinita longhair plumegrass
Distichlis distichophylla Australian saltgrass
Festuca rubra red fescue i
Holcus lanatus Yorkshire fog i
Lolium rigidum Wimmera ryegrass i
Poa labillardierei tussockgrass
Poa poiformis blue tussock grass
Rytidosperma setaceum bristly wallbygrass

Restionaceae Eurychorda complanata flat cordrush
Hypolaena fastigiata tassel roperush

Xanthorrhoeaceae Lomandra longifolia sagg e
FERNS
Aspleniaceae Asplenium obtusatum subsp. 

northlandicum
shore spleenwort

Dennstaedtiaceae Pteridium esculentum bracken
Dryopteridaceae Polystichum proliferum mother shieldfern
Gleicheniaceae Gleichenia microphylla scrambling coralfern
Lindsaeaceae Lindsaea linearis screw fern
Polypodiaceae Microsorum pustulatum subsp. 

pustulatum
kangaroo fern  

i denotes and introduced species; e denotes a Tasmanian endemic speices;  
t denotes a species that within Australia only occurs in Tasmania.

Myrtaceae Leptospermum scoparium common teatree
Melaleuca gibbosa slender honeymyrtle
Melaleuca squarrosa scented paperbark

Onagraceae Fuchsia magellanica fuchsia i
Oxalidaceae Oxalis corniculata subsp. corniculata yellow woodsorrel i
Pittosporaceae Billardiera longiflora purple appleberry e

Billardiera ovalis seaspray appleberry e
Plantaginaceae Plantago coronopus plantain or buck’s horn plantain i

Plantago lanceolata ribwort plantain i
Plantago triantha saltspray plantain t
Plantago varia variable plantain

Polygalaceae Comesperma volubile blue lovecreeper
Polygonaceae Acetosella vulgaris sheep sorrel i

Rumex brownii slender dock
Primulaceae Samolus repens var. repens creeping brookweed
Proteaceae Banksia marginata silver banksia
Ranunculaceae Clematis aristata southern clematis
Rosaceae Acaena echinata sheepsburr

Acaena novae-zelandiae common buzzy
Acaena pallida dune buzzy
Crataegus monogyna hawthorn i
Malus pumila apple i
Pyrus communis common pear or pear i
Rosa rubiginosa sweet briar i
Rubus fruticosus blackberry i

Rubiaceae Coprosma quadrifida native currant
Rutaceae Boronia pilosa hairy boronia

Correa alba native fuchsia or white correa
Santalaceae Exocarpos cupressiformis common native-cherry

Exocarpos strictus pearly native-cherry
Scrophulariaceae Parentucellia viscosa yellow glandweed i

Veronica gracilis slender speedwell
Stylidiaceae Stylidium armeria subsp. armeria coastal triggerplant

Stylidium graminifolium narrowleaf triggerplant
Thymelaeaceae Pimelea linifolia slender riceflower
Violaceae Viola hederacea ivy-leaf violet  
GYMNOSPERMS 
Araucariaceae   Araucaria heterophylla Norfolk Island pine          i
MONOCOTS
Alliaceae Leucojum aestivum summer snowflake, snowflake or giant 

snowflake
i

Cyperaceae Carex flacca blue sedge i
Ficinia nodosa knobby clubsedge
Gahnia grandis cutting grass
Lepidosperma concavum sand swordsedge
Lepidosperma inops fan sedge e

Juncaceae Luzula densiflora dense woodrush
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At approximately 6.9 ha in size, Southport Island 
reaches just over 20 m in height and is fringed 
by rocks, reefs and kelp beds on all sides (Figure 
1).  The island is formed from dolerite and has 
a mantle of wind drifted sand over the centre 
of the island.  Small sea cliffs and steep cobble 
coves on the south side of the island face the 
abating oceanic swells that reach up into the 
lower D’Entrecasteaux Channel.  On the north 
side, gently sloping rock, cobble beaches and 
reefs present a lower energy shoreline with easier 
access.

A mixed short-tailed shearwater (mutton bird) 
(Ardenna tenuirostris) and little penguin (Eudyptula 
minor) rookery that extends over much of the 
island strongly influences the vegetation, resulting 
in the island being highly sensitive to visitation.  
Despite the waters surrounding the island being 
a popular fishing ground, recreational visitors to 
the island are, however, expected to be fairly 
infrequent.

History

There are two main phases to the European 
history of the island; pre-1987, when Government 
regulations stopped birding (the taking of 
shearwaters) in Southeast Tasmania and the 
post-birding period.  Historically, the shearwater 
rookery on the island has provided a food source 
for locals of the Southport area and larger 
commercial ventures have also operated on the 
island.  Though records are scant, occasional 
newspaper articles indicate that large numbers of 
birds were removed at times and ultimately, bird 
breeding was believed to have been adversely 
affected.  A visitor to the Southport area in 1886 
wrote in The Mercury newspaper,

“The residents on these coasts sally out frequently 
during the season with spades to unearth the 
eggs, and return with large numbers of them”

(Yachting in the Huon, 1886).

Southport Island

Tim Rudman, Nicole Gill, Ross Monash 
and Eric Schwarz 

Location:
450 m off Southport Bluff at the 
southwestern entrance to the 
D’Entrecasteaux Channel

Date of survey:
Nicole Gill, Tim Rudman, Marc 
Choromanski and Emily Gray 
surveyed the island on the 30th 
of November 2013.  A follow up 
trip was conducted on the 15th of 
December 2014 by Tim Rudman, 
Richard Schahinger, Ross Monash, 
Eric Schwarz and Shane Burgess.

Centroid:
500750E, 5186300N

INTRODUCTION

Figure 1.  Southport Island
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In 1932 an Esperance Council report indicates 
that no commercial birding was occurring in 
the district (Esperance Council, 1932), yet local 
community birding continued during this time.  In 
the aftermath of the Second World War, when 
meat was in short supply, commercial birding was 
occurring with some Huon Valley hotels serving 
“baked mutton bird” on their menus.  At this time, 
Southport Island “yielded several parties of about 
250 dozen birds” at a time (Muttonbirds Plentiful 
in South, 1947).  In 1952 a haul of 25 bird bags 
(probably equivalent in size to potato sacks) were 
reported to have been taken from Southport 
Island (Mutton Bird Harvest, 1952).  Yet only a few 
years later in March 1954, The Mercury reported 

on the concerns of an Esperance Councillor that 
“Because fishermen were using parent mutton 
birds for crayfish bait, there would be a dearth of 
young birds on the Southport Island, Quartz Island 
(sic), and the Actines (sic) rookeries this season, 
… reports indicated that mutton birds were very 
scarce on the islands because of the fishermen. 
Young birds were dying of starvation”

(Fishermen blamed for bird deaths, 1954). 
From the time of European settlement till 2007, 
the island remained as non-allocated Crown Land 
with little State Government management.  In 
2007 it was included within the Southport Lagoon 
Conservation Area under the management of the 
Tasmanian Parks and Wildlife Service. 

Fauna

On the 15th of December 2014, a survey of the 
shearwater colony on the island was conducted 
by Ross Monash, Eric Schwartz and Shane Burgess 
and is reported here as an adjunct to the Hamish 
Saunders expedition.  Specifically, the survey 
investigated the burrow density and occupancy 
of shearwaters on the island.  Five transects were 
placed and all burrows within one meter of the 
transect line (totalling 944 m2) were counted.  
On one transect, all burrows were searched to 
confirm the presence of a breeding adult bird on a 
single egg (this allowed the burrow occupancy rate 
to be ascertained).  Other opportunistic fauna 
observations were also recorded.

Flora

Southport heath survey
A threatened shrub, Southport heath (Epacris 
stuartii), which is critically endangered under 
the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act (2001) and endangered under 
the Threatened Species Protection Act (1995), has 
its only known occurrence immediately adjacent to 
the island on Southport Bluff (Figure 2).  This plant 
is susceptible to disease caused by Phytophthora 
root rot (Phytophthora cinnamomi), an introduced 
plant pathogen that is present within 1 km of the 
population.  As a precaution against disease and 
other stochastic events that may threaten the 
natural population, establishment of an ex-situ 
population was recommended (Keith and Ilowski 
1999).  Southport Island was considered a local 
analogue for the natural habitat of Southport 
heath and an ex-situ conservation planting of 280 
plants was established between September 2000 
and July 2001 (DPIPWE unpublished data).

Four of the ex-situ population planting sites of 
Southport heath were reassessed for survivorship 
and notes made on a number of other planting 

sites visited (Table 1).  Time did not allow for a 
full assessment of the population.  At each site 
a search was conducted through the vegetation 
for Southport heath plants and the number of 
stems, health and seed production were recorded. 
(Figure 3).

Vegetation communities
The flora of the island was surveyed during the 
middle of the day on the 6th of December 2013, 
however, to avoid disturbance to the occupied 
rookery, the survey was restricted to walking 
the coastal rocks of the northern and western 
shoreline and the coastal scrub above the 
southern shoreline (Figure 4).  Representative 
areas of the vegetation communities on the island 
were visited, however, the centre and eastern end 
of the island were not visited.  Microhabitats such 
as rocks, scrub and littoral zones were targeted 
and all plant species and vegetation communities 
were recorded, along with opportunistic fauna 
observations.  Prior to this survey, few flora 
species records in the Natural Value Atlas had 
sufficient spatial accuracy to be confidently 
attributed to the island.

METHODS

Figure 2.  Brown seed heads of healthy Southport heath emerge above the tussock grass.

Figure 4.  The southern shoreline.

Figure 3.  Marc surveying the endangered 
Southport heath.Site Planted 2009 2013 Comment

Site 1 25 13 3 Suppressed by shrubs, only 1 seeded
Site 12 12 6 3 Suppressed by shrubs, all seeded
Site 13 12 8 14 Estimate 4-5 plants are juvenile, only 1 seeded
Site 15 12 2 3 1 juvenile, 2 seeded

Southport heath ex-situ site assessment results.

Table 1
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Common Name Species Breeding 
recorded

Notes

BIRDS
silver gull Chroicocephalus novaehollandiae 1 Present in 2013 but not 

noted to be breeding
sooty oystercatcher Haematopus fuliginosus 2
Pacific gull Larus pacificus 2
short tailed shearwater Ardenna tenuirostris 1, 2
little penguin Eudyptula minor 1, 2
Australasian gannet Morus serrator Present in 2013
black-faced cormorant Phalacrocorax fuscescens Present in 2013
crested tern Thalasseus bergii Present in 2013
REPTILES
metallic skink Niveoscincus metallicus 1, 2
OTHER
Jack jumper ant Myrmecia pilosula

ant Myrmecia sp.

1  Breeding recorded by Brothers et.al.(2001) 
2  Breeding observed on the Hamish Saunders Expedition

Fauna observations on Southport Island.

Table 2

Fauna

From the 2014 short-tailed shearwater survey, 
burrow density was found to be 0.75 burrows/
m2 (± 0.08), with a burrow occupancy of 47.14%.  
With the colony covering an area of 2.0 ha, 
it was estimated that there were 15,015 (± 
1252) burrows in the colony and approximately 
7,078 breeding pairs present (although burrow 
occupancy can vary greatly from season to 
season), indicating a significant reduction in the 
area of the colony but an increase in burrow 
density.

It is possible that weed infestations in the area may 
have contributed to these differing results.  For 
instance, in areas surrounding the colony there 
were large dense areas of blackberry (Rubus 
fruticosus spp. agg.) and mirror bush (Coprosma 
repens) and although some shearwater burrows 

were found around the edges of these areas, no 
burrows were located greater than 2 m into the 
weed infestations.  Removal or control of these 
weed species may improve the condition of the 
colony, as increased density of burrows may lead 
to burrow collapse.

Other observations
Little penguin breeding on the island has been 
previously reported (Brothers et al. 2001) and this 
is likely to remain the case, as penguin runways 
were noted to be present through the pigface 
(Carpobrotus rossii) lawns during the survey.  Due 
to time constraints however, no estimate of the 
penguin breeding population size was undertaken.  
A sooty oystercatcher (Haematopus fuliginosus) 
pair was observed nesting in a rock crevice on the 
large cliffs on the northern shoreline.  Pacific gulls 
(Larus pacificus) had also constructed nests along 
the back of the rocks on the western end of the 
northern coastline, with further nests likely on the 

southern shoreline.  No mammals have previously 
been recorded on the island (Brothers et al. 2001) 
and no signs of rabbits were observed during 
the present survey.  Metallic skinks (Niveoscincus 
metallicus) were observed basking on cobbles 
along the back of the beach on the northern 
shore and at least two species of ant, including jack 
jumpers (Myrmecia pilosula), were also present.  A 
full list of fauna species recorded from the island is 
presented in Table 2.

Flora

Seventy vascular plant species were observed 
during the survey and are listed in Appendix 1.  
This is a substantial increase from the three 
species previously recorded from the island in 
the Natural Values Atlas.  Species present were 
characteristic of the islands in the region and 
adjacent coastline.  Only one naturally occurring 
species, Island purplegrass (Poa poiformis var. 
ramifer), is listed under the Threatened Species 
Protection Act 1995.  This rare species occurs 
in the coastal grassland in association with the 
closely related blue tussock grass (Poa poiformis) 
from which it is distinguished by branching of 
the leaf sheaths at the nodes.  As this vegetation 
type was not surveyed, the size of the population 
on the island is not currently known.  An ex-situ 
population of the threatened species, Southport 
heath (Epacris stuartii), that was planted on the 
island by DPIPWE is the priority botanical asset 
on the island.  Introduced weeds are common on 
the island with 14 species present, including two 
woody weeds blackberry and mirror bush.

Southport heath survey
Identification of planting sites and individual plants 
was hindered by dense vegetation, lack of flowers 
at the time and their similarity with common 
teatree foliage.  Tracing stems at ground level to 
determine the number of plants present caused 
considerable local disturbance and took time as 

did locating tags which were not easily found.  The 
central marker peg was, however, located and a 
GPS location taken (GDA 94 500602 51866254).

Three additional sites were also assessed without 
disturbing the vegetation.  Sites 5, 10 and 11 
were well established with an extensive area 
of plants emergent among thick grass.  These 
sites had seeded prolifically earlier in 2013.  The 
first evidence of self-sown juvenile plants were 
detected in 2009 and further evidence of juvenile 
plants were found in this survey.  It is apparent 
that some plantings of Southport heath have 
successfully established and dense patches of 
the Southport heath occur at a few sites.  Other 
sites, which appear associated with shrub 
competition, continue to decline.  To avoid the 
damage done to plants, it is appropriate to alter 
the monitoring approach to assess cover rather 
than individuals.  Sites with severe decline may 
be best let go, yet sites which have the potential 
for longer-term maintenance without high shrub 
control requirements, could be considered for 
management options.

Vegetation communities
The island’s vegetation was initially published in 
TASVEG 1.0 in 2006 using aerial imagery from 
2002.  This mapping was revised using 2009 
aerial photographs, 2013 oblique photographs 
(DPIPWE) and records from the Hamish Saunders 
Expedition and published in the TASVEG 3.0 
release (DPIPWE 2013). The island boundaries 

RESULTS

Figure 5.  Vegetation of Southport Island.
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While control of these woody weeds is possible, 
eradication is unlikely to be feasible as these bird 
dispersed weeds are common across the region, 
including on adjacent islands.  Control of the 
annual weeds is not recommended as these do 
not impact on the rookery and measures taken 
to control the weeds may have adverse impacts.  
They are also likely to re-establish.  Climate 
change may also be impacting on the vegetation 
with considerable salt exposure induced dieback 
to a small group of stunted, but old blackgum, 
in the east of the island.  Rising sea levels and 
increased storm surge levels have all been forecast 
for Southeast Tasmania (ACE CRC, 2010) and it 
is expected that the exposure of small islands, like 
Southport Island, to sea spray will increase with 
time, in turn affecting the balance of vegetation 
communities on the island.

The legislated management prescriptions for a 
Conservation Area define the overall approach to 
management.  Within this framework the primary 
management aims for the island are best defined 
by the key assets, the sea bird breeding colonies 
and the Southport heath ex-situ population.

were also revised to match the LIST Coastline 
1:25,000 layer (Figure 5). A range of vegetation 
communities are present on Southport Island and 
these are summarised below.

Rookery halophytic herbland (SRH)
Though only one area of Rookery halophytic 
herbland is mapped on the island, small un-
mappable patches of this vegetation occurred as a 
frontline vegetation community in places on most 
aspects of the island and occasionally inland in 
the margin between coastal scrub and grassland 
(Figure 6).  Bower spinach (Tetragonia implexicoma) 
dominates this community blanketing the ground 
to the exclusion of most other plants.  With the 
exception of the coastal margin this community 
is occupied by the shearwater and / or penguin 
rookery.

Coastal grass and herbfield complex (GHC)
The mapped coastal grass and herbfield complex 
covers much of the centre of the island and 
comprises of a mosaic of blue tussock grass 
grassland within which coast groundsel (Senecio 
pinnatifolius) may be prominent.  Great brome 
(Bromus diandrus) dominated weed infestations, 
Bower spinach dominated succulent herbfield and 
Bracken (Pteridium esculentum) fernland are also 
present (where these are not separately mapped).  
This community is occupied by the shearwater and 
penguin rookery.

Coastal scrub (SSC)
Coastal scrub is the most floristically diverse 
community on the island, comprising of a range 
of coastal and inland species reflecting its more 

Two woody weeds of considerable concern 
have established on the island; mirror bush and 
blackberry.  Mirror bush is widespread across 
the island and due to its potential to dominate 
the coastal scrub community and overgrow 
open rookery vegetation, is a high priority for 
management.  Shearwaters are capable of nesting 
under the edges of mirror bush, yet don’t appear 
able to penetrate dense patches (R. Monash, 
pers. comm.).  Blackberry is less invasive in the 
rookery vegetation, however, it can dominate the 
disturbed scrub and periphery of the rookery.  
Blackberry was identified to species level at one 
site as Rubus polyanthemus, a relatively common 
species in Tasmania.  This species is susceptible to 
some strains of the blackberry rust (Phragmidium 
violaceum) (Mahr and Bruzzese 1998) which was 
observed on plants including on young floricane 
leaves.  It is likely this rust has been present 
for a long period in the area and more direct 
control actions would be required to contain this 
blackberry.  As more than one blackberry taxa can 
co-occur, even within one blackberry clump, it is 
possible other blackberry taxa may also be present 
on the island.  Without management of these 
weed threats, it is likely that the rookery habitat 
and shearwater carrying capacity of this island will 
decrease over time.

Together, extensive blackberry and mirror 
bush, prevented access to the remnant scrub 
on the eastern end of the island and further 
investigation of the scale of the weed invasion 
is required outside of the shearwater breeding 
season.  It is obvious that the island has been 
burnt frequently in the past, leading to the 
bracken dominated areas and the degraded scrub 
increasing the habitat’s vulnerability to woody 
weed invasion.  Blackberry is a direct threat to 
the ex-situ Southport heath population, with local 
control undertaken within the last 10 years.  This 
population will require periodic monitoring and 
control of weeds when required.

DISCUSSION

protected and less disturbed position on the 
island.  This community is co-dominated by 
coast wattle (Acacia longifolia subsp. sophorae), 
blackwood (Acacia melanoxylon), mirror bush 
and silver banksia (Banksia marginata) with highly 
localised blackgum (Eucalyptus ovata).  Other 
prominent shrubs include coast beardheath 
(Leucopogon parviflolius), stiff Westringia 
(Westringia rigida), common teatree (Leptospermum 
scoparium), seaspray pinkberry (Leptecophylla 
abietina), twiggy daisybush (Olearia ramulosa), and 
coast saltbush (Rhagodia candolleana).  Coastal 
scrub is present on the exposed slopes and higher 
ground where soils are less sandy and shallow 
and this community has been affected by weed 
invasion and a recent fire in the North-east.

Weed Infestation  (FWU)
Two facies of weed infestation are mapped on 
the island; one grassy and another woody.  A 
substantial area of the sea bird rookery in what 
was previously coastal grassland and herbfield 
complex vegetation is now dominated by the 
introduced grasses of great brome, cereal oats 
(Avena sativa), and squirrel tail fescue (Vulpia 
bromoides).  Mirror bush is also present as 
scattered plants.  In the East of the island a woody 
weed infestation comprising of mirror bush and 
blackberry rings the coastal scrub and interfaces 
with grassy weeds.

Pteridium esculentum fernland (FPF)
Bracken (Pteridium esculentum) fernland is present 
in less disturbed areas fringing the coast and on 
higher ground, primarily fringing areas of coastal 
scrub and likely reflecting past burning on the island.

Figure 6.  Typical rookery halophytic herbland which is maintained by constant  
disturbance from burrowing seabirds.

Metallic skink
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Recommendations
Two priority aims for biodiversity management are 
recommended:

1.  To sustain the habitat for sea bird breeding and 
control threats to populations on the island. 

2.  To maintain and enhance the Southport heath 
ex-situ population.

The following actions are recommended:

•  Protect the island from fire.

•  Revise the monitoring strategy for Southport 
heath on the island and undertake a full survey. 
Manage weeds to maintain the population as 
required, and maintain biosecurity actions to 
control the Phytophthora risk.  Assess the 
potential for increasing the genotypes, and 
distribution of Southport heath on the island 
and use of direct seeding for doing so.

•  Develop a sustainable approach to controlling 
mirror bush and blackberry to maintain 
shearwater breeding habitat as a priority and to 
improve the condition of the island generally.

•  Monitor and manage access to minimise impacts 
on seabird breeding.

Sooty oystercatcher

REFERENCES
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Stylidiaceae Stylidium graminifolium narrowleaf triggerplant   
Violaceae Viola hederacea ivy-leaf violet   
MONOCOT
Cyperaceae Ficinia nodosa knobby clubsedge   

Isolepis cernua nodding clubsedge   
Lepidosperma oldfieldii dark sawsedge   

Juncaceae Juncus krausii sea rush   
Luzula densiflora dense woodrush   

Liliaceae Dianella brevicaulis shortstem flaxlily   
Dianella tasmanica forest flaxlily   
Drymophila cyanocarpa turquoise berry   

Orchidaceae Microtis arenaria notched onion-orchid   
Poaceae Austrostipa stipoides coast speargrass   

Avena sativa  cereal oat i  
Bromus diandra  great brome i  
Dactylis glomerata  cocksfoot i  
Dichelachne crinita longhair plumegrass
Holcus lanatus  Yorkshire fog i  
Hordeum murinum  barley i  
Lachnagrostis aemula tumbling blowngrass   
Lolium rigidum  Wimmera ryegrass i  
Poa poiformis var. poiformis blue tussock grass   
Poa poiformis var. ramifer island purplegrass rare
Rytidosperma setaceum bristly wallbygrass   
Tetrarrhena distichophylla hairy ricegrass   
Vulpia bromoides  squirreltail fescue i  

PTERIDOPHYTS
Aspleniaceae Asplenum obtusantum subsp. 

northlandicum
shore spleenwort

Dennstaedtiaceae Pteridium esculentum bracken   
Polypodiaceae Microsorum pustulatum subsp. 

pustulatum
kangaroo fern   

i denotes an introduced species

Family Specie Common Name

DICOT
Aizoaceae Carpobrotus rossii native pigface   
Apiaceae Hydrocotyle hirta hairy pennywort   
Asteraceae Cirsium vulgare  spear thistle i  

Hypochoeris radicata  rough catsear i  
Olearia ramulosa twiggy daisybush   
Senecio pinnatifolius coast groundsel   
Sonchus aspera  prickly sowthistle i  
Sonchus oleraceus  common sowthistle i  

Campanulaceae Lobelia anceps angled lobelia   
Wahlenbergia gymnoclada naked bluebell   

Chenopodiaceae Atriplex prostrata creeping orache   
Einadia nutans climbing saltbush   
Rhagodia candolleana coastal saltbush   

Crassulaceae Crassula sieberiana Australian stonecrop   
Epacridaceae Epacris stuartii Southport heath  Endangered

Leptecophylla abietina seaspray pinkberry
Leucopogon parviflorus coast beardheath   

Fabaceae Bossiaea prostrata creeping bossia   
Pultenaea dentata swamp bushpea   
Vicia sativa common vetch i  

Geraniaceae Geranium potentilloides mountain cranesbill   
Goodeniaceae Goodenia ovata hop native-primrose   
Haloragaceae Gonocarpus teucrioides forest raspwort   
Lamiaceae Westringia rigida stiff westringia   
Lauraceae Cassytha pubescens downy dodderlaurel   
Mimosaceae Acacia longifolia subsp longifolia Sydney coast wattle   

Acacia melanoxylon blackwood   
Acacia myrtifolia redstem wattle
Acacia verticillata prickly moses   

Myrtaceae Eucalyptus ovata black gum   
Leptospermum scoparium common teatree   

Pittosporaceae Billardiera longifolia purple appleberry   
Plantaginaceae Plantago triantha saltspray plantain   
Polygonaceae Rumex brownii slender dock   
Primulaceae Samolus repens creeping brookweed   
Proteaceae Banksia marginata silver banksia   
Rosaceae Acaena novae-zelandiae common buzzy   

Rubus fruticosus blackberry i  
Rubus polyanthemus  blackberry i

Rubiaceae Coprosma repens mirrorbush i  
Santalaceae Exocarpos syrticola coast native-cherry   
Scrophulariaceae Veronica calycina hairy speedwell   
Solanaceae Solanum vescum gunyang   

Vascular flora species recorded on Southport Island

Appendix 1
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Courts Island is approximately 16 ha in area and 
is situated offshore from Bruny Island Lighthouse 
within the South Bruny National Park (Figure 1).   
It is linked to Bruny Island at low tide by a 100 m  
long bedrock and boulder bar.  The island is 
shaped by the dolerite rock sill that creates the 
character of the coastal geomorphology of South 
Bruny Island.  The relatively flat top of the island 
reaches an elevation of 64 m and sits above tall 
cliffs and steep coastal slopes.  Quaternary aeolian 
sand lies over much of the dolerite top forming 
habitat for seabird breeding.  The shoreline is 
inhospitable on all but the northern shoreline and 
is frequently battered by the big swells and storms 
of the Southern Ocean.  The name of the island 
can be traced back to the 1793 expedition of Sir 
John Hayes and his ships, the Duke of Clarence and 
the Duchess of Bengal.  On his charts he ascribed 
the name Courts Island for the Duke of Clarence’s 
first mate, Thomas Watkin Court.

Much of Courts Island is covered by short-tailed 
shearwater (Ardenna tenuirostris) rookeries, 
estimated to vary between >180,000 pairs 
(Brothers et al. 2001) and 34,000 pairs in size 
(Skira et al. 1996), based on surveys undertaken 
in 1981 and 1995 respectively.  The discrepancy 
appears to be related to the estimates of the 
extent of the rookery rather than any change in 
burrow density and occupancy between these 
dates (although it is important to note that the 
latter estimate comprised a more thorough 
survey).  Sooty shearwaters (Ardenna griseus) are 
also known to nest on the island, however, no 
estimates exist for the likely population size.

The easy walking access from the Cape Bruny 
Lighthouse allowed the annual exploitation of the 
island’s shearwater colony up until the regulation 
of mutton birding in the Southeast of Tasmania 
in 1987.  Some poaching is still likely to occur 
(PWS 2002) and reports of birding trips have 
occasionally appeared in local newspapers, such as 

Courts Island

Tim Rudman and Micah Visoiu

Location:
<100 m off a short headland half a 
km to the west of Cape Bruny and 
marking the south eastern entrance 
of the D’Entrecasteaux Channel.

Date of survey:
Nicole Gill, Tim Rudman, David 
Pemberton, Marc Choromanski, 
Emily Gray, Scott Thornton and 
Micah Visoiu spent a couple of 
hours on the island on the 2nd of 
December 2013 when low tide 
allowed access.

Centroid:
510900E, 5184100N

INTRODUCTION

Figure 1.  Looking south to Courts Island from 
near the Cape Bruny Lighthouse.
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Figure 3.  Rookery dominated by  
annual weed grasses.

that in The Mercury on 25th of March 1947 when 
“one party of 70 took about 280 dozen birds 
from Courts Island, near Bruny Island lighthouse”. 

Historically rabbits (Oryctolagus cuniculus) have 
been reported to have been present on the island 
at times, with their presence noted in a story 
describing a Trip to the South East Islands published 
in the Daily Telegraph (Launceston) newspaper on 
the 12th of July 1890.  This same article mentions 

“A stunted gum grows about 4 ft high, and is 
almost as thick as the malee scrub of Victoria 
and New South Wales, but there are only  
small patches”. 

Such vegetation no longer occurs on the island 
having likely been removed by fire.

Coastal grassland dominated by blue tussock  
grass (Poa poiformis) overlay the sand sheet 
that covers much of the plateau and western 
slopes.  Dolerite soils and skeletal sands on 
steeper slopes and more wind exposed cliff edges 
supported coastal scrub with localised grassland 
and halophytic communities.  A generalised map 
of the TASVEG 3.0 communities following the 
Descriptions in Kitchener and Harris (2013) is 
presented in Figure 2.

The island was surveyed on foot on the 2nd of 
December 2013 when low tide allowed access.  
All plant species encountered were recorded 
and vegetation communities were also noted.  
Vegetation classification is in accordance with 
TASVEG 3.0 (DPIPWE 2013).

Disturbance by seabirds strongly influences 
the vegetation on Courts Island.  High levels 
of nutrient input and physical disturbance is 
advantageous for both native grassland and 
introduced annual weeds, particularly grasses 
(Brown et al. 1993).  As with other rookeries 
visited in this expedition, introduced annual 
grasses were a conspicuous component of coastal 
grass, locally dominating seasonally bare places 
(Figure 3).  These included great brome (Bromus 
diandrus), prairie grass (Bromus catharticus), barley 
(Hordeum murinum) and squirrel tail fescue (Vulpia 
bromoides).  Unlike the other islands visited, mirror 
bush (Coprosma repens) was not observed on 
Courts Island and would be a priority to eradicate 
should it establish.  A small population of tree 
mallow (Malva arborea) has however, established 
in the centre of the grassland and this species 
is known to dominate similar habitat and is also 
considered worthy of control.

Coastal slopes included patches of coast 
speargrass (Austrostipa stipoides) grassland 
cascading down stepped cliff faces.  Within the 
grasslands are areas of coastal scrub dominated 
by coast saltbush (Rhagodia candolleana subsp. 
candolleana) (Figure 4).  Less rocky coastal slopes 
were covered in coastal scrub that was frequently 
dominanted by the shrub saw leaf daisybush 
(Olearia stellulata) and included silver banksia 
(Banksia marginata), native pigface (Carpobrotus 
rossii), Leucopogon parviflorus, veined everlasting 
bush (Ozothamnus reticulatus), twiggy daisybush 
(Olearia ramulosa), coast saltbush and stiff 
westringia (Westringia rigida).

Fifty-eight vascular flora species were recorded 
from Courts Island, including one threatened plant 
species, tiny mitrewort (Phyllangium distylis) and 14 
introduced species (Appendix 1).  Tiny mitrewort, 
which is listed as rare under the Threatened 
Species Protection Act (1995), was present on 
cliff top rock pavement at the southern end of the 

Figure 2.  Vegetation Map updated  
following 2013 Survey.

METHODS

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Figure 4.  Slope vegetation.

island.  This small, short-lived ephemeral species is 
now known to be more widespread and common 
than when it was listed and its threatened status 
may need review.  The size of the population was 
not surveyed and would require a visit in spring for 
this to be confidently assessed.
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REFERENCES

Common Name Species 1981 survey 
(Brothers et.al 2001)

December 2013 

BIRDS
short tailed shearwater Ardenna tenuirostris Rookery estimated Common
sooty shearwater Ardenna griseus Noted
silver gull Chroicocephalus novaehollandiae Not noted Present
pacific gull Larus pacificus subsp. pacificus 1 pair with chick Present
kelp gull Larus dominicanus Noted
tawny crowned honeyeater Gliciphila melanops Noted 
sooty oytercatcher Haematopus fuliginosus Noted
little grassbird Megalurus gramineus Noted Present
little penguin Eudyptula minor 150-200 burrows 
forest raven Corvus tasmanicus Noted 
MAMMALS
goat Capra hircus i Evidence noted
cat Felis catus i Noted around 

lighthouse
Evidence present

brushtail possums Trichosurus vulpecula Evidence present
i denotes an introduced species

Fauna species recorded on Courts Island, compiled from historical records off the  
Tasmanian Natural Values Atlas and observations made during the present survey.

Table 1

The fauna of Courts Island was not surveyed 
during the expedition, however evidence of cat 
(Felis catus) predation on short-tailed shearwaters 
was seen and signs of brushtail possums 
(Trichosurus vulpecula) were also noted.  A list of 
fauna that has been previously recorded on the 
island has been provided in Table 1. 

Mutton birds plentiful in the south. (25/3/1947)  
The Mercury. Retrieved on 15th February 
2014 from http://trove.nla.gov.au/ndp/del/
article/26397218

Parks and Wildlife Service. (2002)  Small Southern 
Islands Conservation Management Statement. 
Hobart, Tasmania. Retrieved from archived version 
of report on 4th November 2014 from http://web.
archive.org/web/20060822190600/http://www.
parks.tas.gov.au/IslandCare/southern_islands.pdf

Skira, I., Brothers, N., and Pemberton, D. (1996) 
Distribution, abundance and conservation status 
of short-tailed shearwaters (Puffinus tenuirrostris in 
Tasmania, Australia.  Marine Ornithology 24: 1–14.

Trip to the South East Islands. (12/07/1890)  The 
Daily Telegraph (Launceston). Retrieved on 15th 
February 2014 from http://trove.nla.gov.au/ndp/del/
article/150357170
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Family Species Common Name

DICOT   
Aizoaceae Carpobrotus rossii native pigface
 Tetragonia implexicoma bower spinach
Apiaceae Apium prostratum subsp. prostratum sea celery
Asteraceae Cirsium vulgare  spear thistle i
 Coronidium scorpioides curling everlasting
 Euchiton involucratus star cottonleaf
 Olearia stellulata saw leaf daisybush
 Olearia ramulosa twiggy daisybush
 Ozothamnus reticulatus veined everlasting bush
 Pseudognaphalium luteoalbum Jersey cudweed
 Senecio pinnatifolius coast groundsel
 Sonchus asper prickly sowthistle i
Brassicaceae Lepidium foliosum leafy peppercress
Campanulaceae Wahlenbergia multicaulis bushy bluebell
Caryophyllaceae Colobanthus apetalus var. apetalus coast cupflower
 Stellaria media  garden chickweed i
Casuarinaceae Allocasuarina monilifera necklace sheoak
Chenopodiaceae Rhagodia candolleana subsp. 

candolleana
coast saltbush

Crassulaceae Crassula sieberiana Australian stonecrop
Epacridaceae Epacris myrtifolia cliff heath
 Leucopogon parviflorus coast beardheath
Fabaceae Trifolium dubium  suckling clover i
Goodeniaceae Goodenia ovata hop native-primrose
Lamiaceae Westringia rigida stiff westringia
Loganiaceae Phyllangium distylis tiny mitrewort rare
Malvaceae Malva arborea  tree mallow i
Mimosaceae Acacia verticillata prickly moses
Myrtaceae Leptospermum scoparium common teatree
Pittosporaceae Billardiera longiflora purple appleberry
Proteaceae Banksia marginata silver banksia
Rutaceae Correa alba white correa
Santalaceae Exocarpos syrticola coast native-cherry
Solanaceae Solanum vescum gunyang
Stylidiaceae Stylidium armeria subsp armeria coast triggerplant
Thymelaeaceae Pimelea nivea bushmans bootlace

Vascular flora observed on Courts Island

Appendix 1

MONOCOT   
Centrolepidaceae Centrolepis strigosa bristlewort
Cyperaceae Ficinia nodosa knobby clubsedge
 Gahnia trifida coast sawsedge
 Lepidosperma laterale variable swordsedge
Liliaceae Dianella brevicaulis shortstem flaxlily
 Dianella tasmanica forest flaxlily
Orchidaceae Microtis sp onion orchid
 Thelymitra sp sun orchid
 Poaceae Aira caryophyllea subsp. caryophyllea silvery hairgrass i

Aira praecox  early hairgrass i
 Austrostipa stipoides coast speargrass
 Austrostipa stuposa corkscrew speargrass
 Bromus catharticus  prairie grass i
 Bromus diandrus  great brome i
 Dactylis glomerata  cocksfoot i
 Dichelachne crinita longhair plumegrass
 Hordeum murinum  barley i
 Lachnagrostis aemula tumbling blowngrass
 Lolium rigidum  Wimmera ryegrass i
 Parapholis incurva  coast barbgrass i
 Poa annua  winter grass i
 Poa poiformis blue tussock grass
 Vulpia bromoides  squirrel tail fescue i

i denotes an introduced species
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History
Sterile and Actaeon Islands were known, named 
and visited by indigenous Tasmanians over 
thousands of years.  The bands of people who 
were living in the area in the 18th century included 
the Lyluequonny and Nuenonne who were avid 
builders and users of bark water craft, regularly 
crossing between islands.  Stone arrangements 
that are likely attributable to aboriginal visitation 
have, in the past, been identified on both islands 
(Brown 1983).

It was not until 1792 that Europeans first 
encountered this area.  A number of earlier parties 
failed to recognise that Bruny Island, known by its 
then inhabitants as Alonnah-Lunawanna, was not 
a continuation of the Tasmanian mainland.  Instead 
they had skirted the southeast coast for the most 
part from a safe distance out to sea.  In 1788 
the HMS Bounty, under William Bligh, had sailed 
eastward around the south coast of Tasmania.  
Fifteen years prior, the HMS Adventure under the 
command of Tobias Furneaux, had sailed part 
way around the south coast and then turned 
back.  And under Abel Tasman in 1642, the United 
(Dutch) East India Company ships Zeehaen and 
Heemskerck had sailed past from the west naming 
Pedra Branca, Storm Bay and Fredrick Henry Bay 
on their way.

Eventually in April 1792, through an error of 
navigation, the French naval vessels Recherche and 
Esperence made their way by reefs and low islands 
and came to anchor in the protected harbour that 
has since been known as Recherche Bay.  Those 
on board were the first Europeans to see the 
area of reefs and islands punctuated by Actaeon 
and Sterile Islands at the southern entrance to 
the channel.  The channel would later become 
known as D’Entrecasteaux Channel after the 
expedition’s commanding officer, Antoine Bruni 
d’Entrecasteaux.  The French, in their charting of 
the local waters during their month long stay in 

Sterile and Actaeon 
Islands

Micah Visoiu

Location: Sterile Island

Three NM outside and to the east of 
Recherche Bay and one NM south of 
Actaeon Island.

Date of survey:

David Pemberton and Micah Visoiu 
spent two hours on the island on 
the afternoon of Monday the 1st of 
December 2013.

Centroid:
499500E, 5177850N

Location: Actaeon Island

Four NM outside, and to the 
northeast of Recherche Bay and one 
NM north of Sterile Island.

Date of survey:

Michael Driessen, Rosemary Gales, 
Tim Rudman, Emily Gray, Mark 
Choromanski, David Pemberton and 
Micah Visoiu spent several hours 
on the island on Monday the 1st of 
December 2013.

Centroid:
499820E, 5180430N

INTRODUCTION

Sterile island with Mt la Perouse and the South 
Cape Range in the background.
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Recherche Bay gave the name of Ile Steriles (the 
Sterile Islands) to the reefs and low islands that 
they had sailed past to reach their anchorage – the 
name originating from the low and barren nature 
of the islands.

The settlements in the Derwent River meant that 
the passage of ships through the D’Entrecasteaux 
Channel became regular during the early part 
of the 19th century.  A ship that used this route 
numerous times in trading between the colonies 
during this period was the Actaeon.  As reported 
in the Hobart Town Gazette on the 2nd of 
November 1822, it was this 300-plus ton vessel 
that at midnight on the 28th of October 1822 
became the first major victim of the reefs and 
islands which had been known as the Sterile Islands.  
Following this incident they were better known 
locally as the Actaeon’s.  The pronunciation of this 
word varies; correctly Ak,tee,un as for the Greek 
hero for whom the ship was named, but locally 
now usually pronounced Ak,teen or even Hac,teen.  
The southern island for a time was known as the 
smaller, little or south Actaeon, before reverting 
to its former name of Sterile Island while its larger 
northern counterpart remained Actaeon Island.

In the last 200 years, various records have been 
left of happenings on these islands.  Sterile Island, 
having been designated as Crown Land for much 
of its history has been put up for lease on a 
number of occasions.  It is unclear what use a 
lessee could have for this island considering the 
small size, absence of permanent fresh water, 
general absence of soil and great difficulty of 
accessing the island in all but the calmest seas.  
The presence of European rabbits (Oryctolagus 
cuniculus) on the island has also been widely cited, 
although no primary reference could be found nor 
any records of direct observation of the species 
on the island.  Potentially they were introduced as 
an emergency food source for stranded mariners 

at one or more points during its history, as they 
were on Actaeon, Southport and Courts Islands.  
Interestingly Colonel William Legge noted that his 
colleague, Mr Graves, had found the eggs and nest 
(a large structure of sticks and seaweed placed on 
the ground) of a white bellied sea eagle (Haliaeetus 
leucogaster) on Sterile Island in approximately 
1884.  At this time he also collected the eggs 
of crested turns (Thalasseus bergii) which were 
breeding on the island (Legge 1887).  Neither of 
these species have been noted as breeding on the 
island since.

Actaeon Island, being larger and having substantial 
short-tailed shearwater (Ardenna tenuirostris) 
colonies, has received more attention.  For many 
years it was visited annually by locals for the 
purpose of mutton birding, including the collecting 
of eggs and fledglings for food and adults for cray 
bait.  In late November 1886 a yachting party 
visited the island and were menaced by a goat 
(Capra hircus) who was present on the island at 
this time.  They also mentioned that many years 
previously – likely the 1830’s or 40’s – a lookout 
had been stationed on the island by one of the 
bay whalers and the remains of a signal flag pole 
was present at this time (The Mercury, 25th of 
December 1886).  Colonel William Legge, who 
visited the island approximately a week later, 
wrote that the northern part of the island had 
been burnt in the previous week killing many 
penguins (Legge 1887).  An account in the Huon 
and Derwent Times (20th of April 1939) reported 
on several successful mutton birding trips to the 
island during calm weather, with party’s taking 
around 20 dozen birds each.  The article also 
makes note of abundant rabbits and penguins on 
the island at this time.  On the first weekend of 
the mutton birding season in 1947, 200 dozen 
birds were taken on Actaeon (The Mercury, 25th 
of March 1947).  Sterile and Actaeon Islands were 
designated as a Game Reserve in 1984, namely the 
Actaeon Island Game Reserve.

The burrow nesting  
grass parakeet  
of Actaeon Island

The famous naturalist and artist, John Gould, 
visited Actaeon Island in December 1838 and 
noted frequent small flocks of a Grass Parakeet 
which he flushed from cover whilst walking 
around the island.  He had observed the species 
sparingly around Hobart and New Norfolk but 
never in such abundance.  He promptly shot 
several specimens and later shot several more on 
the east coast of the Gulf of St Vincent in South 
Australia.  He used these specimens to describe 
the species which was later to become known as 
the orange-bellied parrot (Neophema chrysogaster).   
Gould’s classification was replaced by an earlier 
classification based on a bird collected in 
Adventure Bay by Cook’s expedition in 1773.

Gould considered the species different to a 
closely related species – the blue-winged parrot 
(N. chrysostoma) – in that it differed in markings, 
habit, call, and nesting behaviour.  Whilst the blue-
winged parrots built their nests in the holes of 
gum trees, the parrots collected on Actaeon Island 
must, out of necessity, built their nests in holes in 
the ground or amongst the stones near the shore, 
this latter postulation coming from his assumption 
that they were breeding on Actaeon Island.  Gould 
had also described the closely related rock parrot 
(N. petrophila) of coastal South and West Australia 
which does indeed nest in this way.

A specimen of the Actaeon parrokeet was tabled 
at the Royal Society of Tasmania meeting in 
December 1856 (minutes published in The Hobart 
Courier, 13th of December 1859), where pre-
eminent botanist Ronald Gunn voiced at length 
of the specimen being merely a colour variant of 
the blue-winged parrot and that Gould – who was 
a “less enthusiastic and less experienced student 
of Nature” – was prone to gross exaggeration 
of colours for the purpose of producing “richly 
embellished and expensive works”.  This was a 
swipe at the iconic work of Australian ornithology, 
The Birds of Australia: in seven volumes, which was 
produced by John Gould between 1840 and 1848, 
and which contained a (quite accurate) lithograph 
of two orange-bellied parrots sitting in a barilla 
bush (Atriplex cinerea) as he had seen them on 
Actaeon Island.

Several decades later Colonel William Legge who 
was the Commandant of the Tasmanian Defence 
Force and a keen ornithologist and egg collector – 
the latter hobby being particularly popular at this 
time – wrote an account of one of his visits to the 
southern Islands in late 1886 (Legge 1887).  In this 
he notes that the orange-bellied grass parakeet 
was always present on Actaeon Island between 
November and December, this apparently coming 
from first hand observation.  He specifically notes 
that he flushed it frequently during his visit in 
November 1886, although he was unsuccessful 
in finding its nest which he also assumed must be 
breeding in holes in the ground.
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Both islands were surveyed on foot on Monday 
the 1st of December 2013 and the physical 
characteristics, flora and fauna were recorded.  
Vegetation communities were also noted and 
the vegetation classification is in accordance with 
TASVEG 3.0 (DPIPWE 2013).  Penguin numbers 
on Sterile Island were extrapolated from a 1 m 
wide transect on the northern side.

The Sterile Island  
Navigation Beacon

Thirteen years after the foundering of the Actaeon 
on Actaeon Island, a second large 300-plus ton 
vessel met a similar fate.  On the 25th of August 
1835 The Wallace was wrecked on reefs to the 
east of Sterile Island during its maiden voyage 
resulting in its passengers and crew spending 
several uncomfortable days huddled on “South 
Actaeon” awaiting rescue.  Only five months 
previously on the 12th of March a ship of similar 
size, the George III, had come to grief a few miles 
to the north near Southport Island, this time with 
the loss of 133 lives.  These two maritime disasters 
in close succession prompted the construction of 
the Cape Bruny lighthouse which commenced the 
following year in 1836.

Despite the completion of the lighthouse, 
navigation through the channel was still 
treacherous with numerous near misses and lesser 
incidences over the following decades.  By 1902 
requests had been made to the Hobart Marine 
Board to consider erecting a beacon of some kind 
on “the Actaeons” to mark Actaeon Passage.  
Agitation by local mariners was rewarded six 
years later when the board agreed to investigate 
the possibility of erecting a beacon on Sterile 
Island, which was considered a good locality, 
providing the bacon was to be a very large one.  In 
early September 1909 the Mercury Newspaper 
published the notice of the completion of the 
whitewashed 30 foot high truncated square 
pyramid, the top being 55 feet above high water.  
The beacon is made of mortared native cobbles 
and boulders and was originally covered in 
horizontal wooden slats that were painted white 
(presumably these constituted the formwork for 
constructing the masonry which still bears their 
imprint).  The feature dominates Sterile Island and 
is a prized vantage point for the local seabirds as 
well as remaining invaluable to those navigating 
through the D’Entrecasteaux Channel.

METHODS

Sterile Island

The physical characteristics
Sterile Island, as it is known today, is a small low 
lying island composed primarily of wave worked 
dolerite cobbles and small boulders 10-50 cm 
in diameter which overlay outcropping dolerite.  
This bedrock is visible in a reef to the south and 
east of the island where it is exposed at low tide, 
with only small areas visible above the high tide 
mark.  The cobbles and small boulders which form 
the island are washed up onto a steep and multi 
stepped levee which is particularly well developed 
on the northern and northeastern shores where 
the swell wraps around the corners of the reef 
and refracts back into the shore (Figure 1).  In this 
area the cobbles are rounded, well sorted and 10-
20 cm in diameter.  Two weeks prior to the survey 
there had been a large storm and numerous 
cobbles had been deposited on vegetation mats at 
the top of the levee, illustrating the active nature 
of this feature.  The northwestern corner of the 
island is formed by a short and high cobble point 
(approximately 40 m long) where the substrate 
sits at its angle of repose and is mounded up to 
6-8 m above sea level (Figure 2).

RESULTS

Figure 1.  Cobble terraces on the north  
coast of Sterile Island.

Figure 2.  Cobbles lie at their angle of repose 
on the northwest point of Sterile Island.

There is a general depression in the centre of 
the island, meaning that the northern rim of the 
island is the highest point.  The southern coasts 
have a more gentle gradient and are composed 
of comparatively poorly sorted angular cobbles 
and small boulders with abundant lichen growth 
indicating that this aspect is far less regularly 
worked by wave action due to protection by the 
reef to the south (Figures 3 and 4).  The remains 
of a wreck, numerous items of driftwood and 
other detritus show that waves nevertheless still 
reach this coast during storm events.  Although it 
has apparently not been examined in any detail, 
the geomorphological features of this cobble island 
are recognised as Representative and Outstanding 
at a state level (Dixon 1996).

Including the littoral environment, the total area of 
the island can be as big as 4.5 ha at low tide, with 
the vegetated portion inside the cobble rim slightly 
less than 2 ha.
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Flora

The vegetation is low and largely herbaceous 
owing to the exposed nature of the site and the 
poor soil development amongst the cobbles.  
The higher rim around the periphery of the 
island is dominated by a dense tangle of coastal 
saltbush (Rhagodia candolleana), a thick glaucus 
leafed coastal form of sawleaf daisybush (Olearia 
stellulata) and large plants of coast groundsel 
(Senecio pinnatifolius), all generally less than 1 m in 
height.  There are also several gunyang (Solanum 
opacum) bushes present.  The depression in 
the centre of the island has slightly better soil 
development and moisture availability and is 
dominated by tussock grass (Poa poiformis) with 
scattered bushes of coast groundsel and sawleaf 
daisybush, and occasional clumps of pale rush 
( Juncus pallidus).  There is also a low thicket of 
blackberry (Rubus fruticosus) in this area.  On the 
lower energy southern shore, low mats of bower 
spinach (Tetragonia implexicoma) occur above the 
high tide mark.  This area is a favoured nesting 
sight of gulls (Figure 5).

Using the TASVEG vegetation mapping 
communities, all of the vegetation on the island 
would fit with the type Spray zone coastal 
complex (SSZ) (Kitchener and Harris 2013).  A list 
of all the vascular plants that have been recorded 
from the island is provided in Table 1.

Fauna

In December 1980, the island was visited as part 
of a Tasmanian Island inventory project.  During 
this time, only a single Pacific gull (Larus pacificus) 
and sooty oystercatcher (Haematopus fuliginosus) 
nest were observed, along with a dense colony of 
little penguins (Eudyptula minor), estimated at 500 
breeding pairs.  Upwards of 100 non-breeding 
silver gulls (Chroicocephalus novae-hollandiae) were 
also present (Brothers et al 2001).  Thirty-three 
years on, and almost to the day, the usage of the 
island by seabirds has changed.  A list of fauna 
observations from the 1980 and 2013 visits is 
provided in Table 2.

Family Species Common Names 2013

DICOTS
Aizoaceae Carpobrotus rossii native pigface +

Tetragonia implexicoma bower spinach +
Asteraceae Olearia stellulata sawleaf daisybush +

Ozothamnus ferrugineus tree everlastingbush -
Senecio pinnatifolius +
Sonchus oleraceus common sowthistle i +

Caryophyllaceae Stellaria media garden chickweed i -
Chenopodiaceae Einadia nutans subsp. nutans climbing saltbush -

Rhagodia candolleana subsp. candolleana coastal saltbush +
Epacridaceae Leucopogon parviflorus coast beardheath -
Geraniaceae Geranium solanderi southern cranesbill -
Mimosaceae Acacia longifolia subsp. sophorae coast wattle -
Polygonaceae Rumex brownii slender dock +
Rosaceae Rubus fruticosus blackberry +
Rubiaceae Coprosma repens mirrorbush +
Solanaceae Solanum vescum gunyang +
MONOCOTS
Poaceae Avena fatua wild oat i -

Poa annua winter grass i -
Poa poiformis blue tussock grass +

Juncaceae Juncus pallidus pale rush +
i denotes an introduced species. + denotes a species recorded in 2013. 

 - denotes a species NOT recorded in 2013.

Vascular flora species recorded on Sterile Island, compiled from historical records off the  
Tasmanian Natural Values Atlas and observations made during the present survey (2013).

Table 1

Figure 4.  Map of Sterile Island, indicating cross 
section shown in Figure 3.

Figure 5.  Vegetation along the southwest coast of Sterile Island.

Figure 6.  Sooty oystercatcher nest  
with eggs, Sterile Island.

During the 2013 survey, two pairs of sooty 
oystercatchers were present, occupying the 
eastern and western extremities of the island 
respectively.  A nest with two eggs was located 
amongst bower spinach covered cobbles on the 
western point (Figure 6).  The eastern point was 
not properly searched due to time constraints but 
behaviour of the birds in this area suggested a nest 
was also present.

Figure 3.  Cross section sketch of Sterile Island.
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to measure egg-size, given that previous evidence 
suggests that Pacific gull eggs (averaging 74mm x 
52mm and 98g) are slightly larger than kelp gull 
eggs (which average 69mm x 47mm and 80g) (see 
Higgins and Davis 1996).

Eight little penguin nests were counted on the 
ground underneath dense vegetation along a 
100m transect walked on the northern vegetated 
rim of the island.  The numbers in this area were 
the highest on the island with little activity seen in 
less dense sections of vegetation and no evidence 
of well used runways.  Extrapolation based on the 
total area of potential nesting habitat suggests that 
the breeding population on the island was at best 
360 pairs although the walking survey suggested 
the penguins were only occupying the northern 
section in anything close to the density found 
along the transect, suggesting the population was 
closer to 120 pairs.

No other seabirds were seen during the short 
survey of the island, however several common 
starlings (Sturnus vulgaris) and a number of 

Both Pacific and kelp gulls (Larus dominicanus) were 
observed on the Island, with significantly more 
kelp gulls present than Pacific gulls (approximately 
50:5 ratio of breeding pairs respectively).  Due to 
the small size of the Island, the majority of gulls 
took to the air on our arrival making quantifying 
the breeding numbers of each species difficult 
as they circled the island in a large group issuing 
alarm calls.  Both species were breeding on the 
island with nests distributed above the high tide 
mark amongst cobbles and mats of bower spinach 
around the periphery of the island.  Kelp gulls 
generally breed in tight colonies whereas Pacific 
gulls may do so solitarily or form loose colonies 
(Brothers et al 2001, Higgins and Davis 1996).  
The two species are also known to form mixed 
colonies (Higgins and Davis 1996, Coulson and 
Coulson 1993).

The southern shoreline hosted the highest density 
of nests, this being where suitable habitat was at 
its most extensive.  A total of 50 gull nests were 
observed as having nestlings that were either in 
the process of hatching or no more than a few 
days old.  A further 13 empty nests were found, 
which were attributed to a second cohort of older 
chicks (runners) that had left the nests and were 
seen scrambling for cover at our approach (n ~ 5), 
or secondary or failed nests (n ~ 8).

It was apparent that the nests containing eggs or 
egg fragments with newly hatched chicks  
(n = 50) could be divided into two general 
categories based on the background colour of 
the eggs.  One type had a generally tan/brown 
background (n = 24), and the second a more olive 
green/grey hue (n = 26).  Both types had an over-
speckling of darker brown, green or purple shades.  
The observed range in egg colouration is provided 
in Figure 7.  Higgins and Davis (1996) suggest that 
while Pacific gulls generally have a more olive hue 
to their eggs than kelp gulls, the within-species 
variation is far greater than between-species.  An 
alternative approach for future surveys would be 

Common Name Species December 1980 Present survey

BIRDS
crested terns Thalasseus bergii Not noted Not noted
European starling Sturnus vulgaris i Not noted Several seen flying from island
forest raven Corvus tasmanicus Noted Not noted
kelp gull Larus dominicanus Not noted ~25 pairs with chicks or eggs
little grassbird Megalurus gramineus Not noted Unknown number, potentially 

breeding
little penguin Eudyptula minor ~ 500 breeding pairs 120-360 breeding pairs
Pacific gull Larus pacificus subsp. 

pacificus
1 pair with chick ~ 5 pair with chicks or eggs

silver gull Chroicocephalus 
novaehollandiae

100+ not breeding Not present 

sooty oytercatcher Haematopus fuliginosus 1 pair breeding 2 pair breeding
white bellied sea eagle Haliaeetus leucogaster Not noted Not noted
OTHER
metallic skink Niveoscincus metallicus Noted Fleeting glimpses of  

skinks seen
European rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus i No sign seen No sign seen 
fur seal Arctocephalus species Not noted Abundant signs indicate the 

eastern point is a regular haul 
out

Rutherglen bugs Nysius vinitor (Lygaeidae) Numerous
i denotes an introduced species

Fauna species recorded on Sterile Island, compiled from historical records off the Tasmanian Natural  
Values Atlas (mainly those in Brothers et al. 2001) and observations made during the present survey.

Table 2

Figure 7.  a-e. The range of Larus egg 
coloration and nest structure seen on Sterile 
Island, potentially these are all kelp gull nests.

calling, and occasionally glimpsed, little grassbirds 
(Megalurus gramineus) were also documented 
(the island being a potential breeding site for both 
species).  Several skinks were glimpsed as they 
darted for cover with none seen well enough for 
a positive identification.  During the 1980 survey, 
forest ravens (Corvus tasmanicus) were seen and 
the skinks were noted as being metallic skinks 
(Niveoscincus metallicus) (Brothers et al. 2001).  In 
addition, signs of seals hauling out on the eastern 
point of the island, albeit in low numbers (likely 
Australian fur seals [Arctocephalus pusillus] or New 
Zealand fur seals [A. forsteri]) were observed.

In 1981 it was noted that no rabbit signs were 
seen on Sterile Island (Brothers et al. 2001) and 
none were seen during the present survey.  It is 
reasonable to assume that Sterile Island is marginal 
habitat at best and that any rabbits that have been 
introduced there in the past have now died out.

Also of note, was the presence of a huge 
population of bugs tentatively identified as 
Rutherglen bugs (Nysius vinitor) (family Lygaeidae) 
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(P. McQuillan, pers. comm.).  These were 
congregating in vast numbers on the white flowers 
of sawleaf daisybush and also on the whitewashed 
sides of the stone beacon on the western point of 
the island (Figure 8).  This is a fast breeding, native 
species and is well known for congregating in large 
numbers, occasionally being a pest of commercial 
crops.  The numbers seen on Sterile Island 
are apparently, however, unusual for Tasmania, 
potentially due to a limited number of predators 
present on the island.

Actaeon Island

The physical characteristics
Actaeon Island is a group of three low lying tied 
islands that are connected via cobble tombolos 
(Figure 9).  These geomorphological features 
have been recognised as qualities of Outstanding 
Significance at a state level (Dixon 1996), although 
no direct geoheritage assessment has been 
undertaken.  Our observations differ to the 
description given in the 1996 document which 
states that there are two bedrock islands with a 
single connecting tombolo.  In the 2013 survey, 
three bedrock islands (albeit with limited outcrops 
on the two southern islands) were observed to be 
connected by two separate tombolos.  A further 
group of rocks and reefs 150 m south of the 
southernmost island (tidally accessible via a low 
cobble bar) are also present.

The islands are composed of dolerite largely 
surrounded by, and in places overlain by, wave 
worked dolerite cobbles and boulders.  The 
northern island is the largest and is covered by 
a mantle of dolerite boulders which have been 
deeply weathered and on the eastern side of the 
island, and can be seen exposed at the back of the 
shore as a steep eroded bank (Figure 10).  Atop 
is a layer of friable bioturbated sandy soil which 
has developed over thousands of years due to 

the seasonal activities of a large colony of short-
tailed shearwaters and little penguins.  There is 
outcropping dolerite near the low tide mark on 
most of the eastern side of the northern island, 
with more substantial outcrops forming a steep 
rocky coast up to five metres high on the  
western coast.  The highest point of the island 
(14 m above sea level), is located on the northern 
section of this island and is marked by a small 
beacon light that is maintained by Marine and 
Safety Tasmania (MAST).

Figure 10.  Deeply weathered dolerite 
boulders overlaying bedrock exposed along 

the eastern coast of Actaeon Island.

Figure 11.  Looking south along the cobble 
tombolo between the northern and middle 

sections of Actaeon Island.

Figure 8.  Rutherglen bugs congregate  
on the beacon, Sterile Island.

Figure 9.  Aerial photograph of Actaeon Island 
taken in 1985.Tombolos

A tombolo is a coastal feature associated with 
islands.  When swell hits an island, refraction 
causes it to wrap or curve around either side 
of the island and by the time the waves have 
traversed the island they can be heading back 
towards each other (usually on the opposite side 
to the prevailing swell direction).  Over time this 
pushes mobile sediments up into a ridge at this 
point.  If another body of land is in close proximity 
in the appropriate direction, a spit or bar forms 
connecting the two – this is a tombolo.  Tombolos 
are active features; if they build up and become 
stable they are called isthmuses like The Neck on 
Bruny Island.  Islands connected by tombolos are 
called tied islands and several tied islands together, 
such as Actaeon Island, can be called a tombolo 
cluster.

The southern two islands are smaller and lower 
lying (no more than 5 m above sea level) and 
possess outcropping rock near the low tide 
mark, which is more extensive on the eastern 
coasts.  Well worked cobbles appear to compose 
the majority of these two islands with a lesser 
development of sandy bioturbated soils than the 
northern island.

The tombolos, and particularly the larger one 
which connects the northern and middle islands, 
are composed of very mobile, beautifully rounded 
cobbles which are mounded up in several tears 
and sit at their angle of repose (Figure 11).  The 
sharp ridge which separates the eastern and 
western shores continuously slides down when 
walked across.
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The total area of the islands occupied by terrestrial 
vegetation is 12.9 ha, comprising of the northern 
(10.25 ha), middle (0.95 ha) and southern (1.7 ha) 
islands.  At low tide the extent of exposed land 
can expand by as much as 9 ha, however, the total 
area of the islands incorporating coastal rocks and 
cobbles is officially given as 15.65 ha.

Flora

The vegetation is heavily modified by high levels of 
disturbance, with fire being a regular occurrence 
on the islands since European settlement.  
Earlier burning is also likely given a number of 
observations of rookery islands being burnt by 
the local aboriginal people.  For example, in 1798 
the records of George Bass and Mathew Flinders 
noted recent fire on the two largest De Witt 
Islands (De Witt and Maatsuyker) and the inner of 
the Friars, which they considered must have been 
started “by the hand of man” (Collins 1802).  
The effects of fire are particularly evident on the 
northern island.  The larger size of this island with 
its deeper soils suggests that tall scrub or forest 
would establish over time in the absence of high 
levels of disturbance.  However, prior to European 
settlement, high frequency localised disturbance 
associated with bird rookery and potentially small 
scale patch burning associated with aboriginal 
visitation prevented the establishment of this 
forest and scrub, instead creating what was 
probably a relatively diverse mosaic of vegetation.  
The dense regrowth scrub, bracken and weeds 
that currently dominate the island have resulted 
from a succession of high intensity island wide 
fires which have occurred at a frequency that 
has heavily favoured annual weeds and species 
which reproduce asexually via suckering following 
fire.  Longer lived species which rely on seed 
regeneration after fire have largely been  
excluded as the period between burning has 
not been sufficient to allow plants to reach a 
reproductive age.

A map of the island vegetation using the 
TASVEG 3.0 mapping communities described 
in Kitchener and Harris (2013) is presented in 
Figure 12.  The centre part of the northern 
island is composed of a dense scrub of suckering 
blackwood (Acacia melanoxylon) with varying 
amounts of the weed species blackberry and 
mirror bush (Coprosma repens) present (Figure 
13).  The understorey is thick with detritus and 
bracken (Pteridium esculentum) where enough 
light penetrates.  In a few slightly damper areas 
the blackwood is replaced with dense scrub of 
scented paperbark (Melaleuca squarrosa), prickly 
teatree (Leptospermum scoparium) and coast 
beardheath (Leucopogon parviflorus).  Both of these 
scrub communities would be mapped within the 
TASVEG community of Coastal Scrub (SSC).  
There appears to be no burrowing seabirds in this 
vegetation, however the soil indicates that rookery 
has played a substantial part in its development.  
Around the margins of the scrubby centre of the 
northern island is a zone of very dense, head 
high bracken mapped as Pteridium esculentum 
fernland (FPF) (Figure 14), the density of which 
has excluded birds from breeding in this area 
(although old burrows still persist underneath it).  
Whether the bracken excluded the birds or the 

Figure 13.  Dense blackwood scrub in the 
foreground with a thin strip of teatree/

paperbark scrub beyond, northern section  
of Actaeon Island.

Figure 14.  Battling through some of the 
densest bracken imaginable, Actaeon Island.

birds stopped using the area allowing the bracken 
to develop is unclear.

Outside the dense bracken is a zone of active 
short-tailed shearwater rookeries, which are 
vegetated by tussock grass, bracken, scattered 
herbs and small shrubs.  On the edges of the 
coastal rocks where there is less soil depth, the 
vegetation is dominated by coast groundsel.  
While there are small areas that could be mapped 
as Rookery halophytic herbland (SRH), the size of 
the thin strips and patches means that they have 
been mapped into neighbouring FPF or included in 
the larger patches of Coastal grass and herbfield 
(GHC).

The middle and southern island have limited 
woody vegetation, with only occasional mirror 
bushes present.  The vegetation is dominated 
by fireweed, coastal saltbush, native pigface 
(Carpobrotus rossii) and numerous weeds including 
large amounts of great brome (Bromus diandrus).  
This vegetation which is heavily influenced by the 
surrounding sea is mapped as Spray zone coastal 
complex (SSZ).

In total, 49 species of vascular plant, seven of 
which are introduced, have been recorded from 
Actaeon Island.  Twenty-nine of these species 
were first recorded during the present survey 
(Table 3).

Fauna

The island was previously surveyed in early 
December 1980 (Brothers et al. 2001), at which 
time an estimated 1,000 pairs of little penguins, 
25,000 pairs of short-tailed shearwaters and 
one pair of sooty oystercatchers were recorded 
on the island.  At the time of the present survey 
it was not possible to cover the entire island, 
however much like Sterile Island, Actaeon now 
supports a large breeding population of kelp 

gulls.  The nesting sites of the kelp gulls appeared 
to be concentrated on the southern two Islands, 
however no estimate of breeding pairs was made.  
Pacific gulls were also acting territorially at the 
time but in far lower number than kelp gulls.  
Two pairs of sooty oystercatchers were seen on 
the western shore of the southern two islands, 
however no nests were seen.

In 1980 rabbits were recorded as being in 
extremely low numbers on the island (Brothers 
et al. 2001) and it is unclear if any sign was seen 
at that time.  No sign of rabbits were seen in the 
current survey.  This is consistent with a four day 
survey in 2003 (R. Gales and D. Pemberton, pers. 
comm.) and a remote camera survey (DPIPWE 
Invasive Species Branch data) carried out over a 
24 day period in September-October 2013 (96 
camera nights) where no rabbits were recorded.  
Whilst unable to categorically state their absence 
from the island, it seems likely that rabbits have 
become extinct on the island sometime in the last 
50 years.

Figure 12.  Vegetation Map of Actaeon Island.
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Vascular flora species recorded on Actaeon Island, compiled from historical records off the  
Tasmanian Natural Values Atlas and observations made during the present survey (2013).

Table 3

Family Species Common name 2013 New

DICOTS
Aizoaceae Carpobrotus rossii native pigface + n
Apiaceae Apium prostratum subsp. 

prostratum
sea celery + n

Hydrocotyle sibthorpioides shining pennywort + n
Asteraceae Cotula australis southern buttons + n

Senecio biserratus crosscut fireweed -
Senecio odoratus scented groundsel -
Sonchus asper rough sowthistle or prickly 

sowthistle
i -

Sonchus oleraceus common sowthistle i +
Campanulaceae Lobelia anceps angled lobelia + n
Caryophyllaceae Cerastium glomeratum sticky mouse-ear i + n
Chenopodiaceae Rhagodia candolleana subsp. 

candolleana
coastal saltbush + n

Sarcocornia quinqueflora beaded glasswort + n
Epacridaceae Leucopogon ericoides pink beardheath + n

Leucopogon parviflorus coast beardheath +
Monotoca elliptica tree broomheath + n

Fabaceae Aotus ericoides golden pea -
Pultenaea dentata swamp bushpea -

Geraniaceae Geranium solanderi southern cranesbill + n
Mimosaceae Acacia melanoxylon blackwood + n
Myrtaceae Leptospermum scoparium common teatree +

Melaleuca squarrosa scented paperbark +
Onagraceae Epilobium billardiereanum 

subsp. cinereum
grey willowherb -

Plantaginaceae Plantago triantha saltspray plantain + n
Polygonaceae Rumex brownii slender dock + n
Primulaceae Samolus repens var. repens creeping brookweed + n
Proteaceae Banksia marginata silver banksia -
Rosaceae Acaena novae-zelandiae common buzzy -

Acaena pallida dune buzzy + n
Rubus fruticosus blackberry i + n

Rubiaceae Coprosma repens mirrorbush i + n
Solanaceae Solanum vescum gunyang +
Violaceae Viola hederacea subsp. 

hederacea
ivyleaf violet -

Stackhousiaceae Stackhousia monogyna forest candles -

MONOCOTS
Cyperaceae Carex appressa tall sedge +

Ficinia nodosa knobby clubsedge + n
Isolepis cernua nodding clubsedge +

Juncaceae Juncus kraussii subsp. 
australiensis

sea rush + n

Juncus pallidus pale rush + n
Liliaceae Dianella tasmanica forest flaxlily + n

Drymophila cyanocarpa turquoise berry +
Poaceae Bromus diandrus great brome + n

Distichlis distichophylla Australian saltgrass + n
Hordeum murinum barley i + n
Poa annua winter grass i + n
Poa poiformis blue tussock grass +

FERNS
Blechnaceae Blechnum wattsii hard waterfern -
Dennstaedtiaceae Hypolepis rugosula ruddy groundfern + n

Pteridium esculentum bracken + n
Polypodiaceae Microsorum pustulatum 

subsp. pustulatum
kangaroo fern + n

i denotes an introduced species. n denotes a new record for the island. + denotes a species recorded in 
2013. - denotes a species NOT recorded in 2013.

For many years an unidentified species of rat has 
been known to be present on Actaeon Island, with 
numerous individuals having being glimpsed diving 
for cover.  The species in question was considered 
to be potentially native by Brothers and colleagues 
(2001) and a trapping survey in September 2003 
by (R. Gales and D. Pemberton, pers. comm.) was 
conducted to follow up on these observations.  A 
trap-line of 20 box style traps was set on the track 
from the western landing to the beacon, which 
resulted in three swamp antechinus (Antechinus 
minimus) being captured during the one night of 
trapping.  During the survey, individuals assumed 
to be this species were also sighted all over the 
northern island and signs were also seen on the 
smaller southern tied islands.  On the northern 
island the species was observed to be very active 
in the short-tailed shearwater colony ahead of 
the arrival of the birds, yet it is unknown how the 

space use must change when the birds return and 
take up residence in the burrows.  None were 
seen during the 2013 trip, although a desiccated 
section of tail was found.  A remote camera 
survey of the island by the Invasive Species Branch, 
DPIPWE, in September-October 2013 captured 
65 visitations by swamp antechinus over 96 nights 
of camera trapping.

Signs of fur seals using the eastern coast of the 
northern island as a regular haul out were also 
evident during the 2013 trip.  A summary of fauna 
species recorded from the island are presented in 
Table 4.
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Sterile Island

The changes seen on the island between 1980 
and 2013 are several fold.  A high proportion 
of species which were recorded in 1980 were 
not seen in the 2013 survey.  These species (i.e. 
winter grass [Poa annua], wild oat [Avena fatua] 
and garden chickweed [Stellaria media]) require 
high levels of disturbance to proliferate, suggesting 
that disturbance levels have been lower in the 
last few years than they were leading up to 1980.  
Little penguins are a possible source of vegetation 
disturbance on the island, and their estimated 
breeding population has decreased between 
surveys.  In 1980 the little penguin colony was 
described as “dense” and containing around 500 
breeding pairs.  This is in contrast to the more 
recent estimate of 360 pairs (and at the very least, 
an estimate 120 pairs), calculated from the present 
survey.  The low number of penguins breeding 
on the island in 2013 was also supported by the 
lack of conspicuous active penguin runways on the 
island.

The cause of decline in this colony is not known.  
It is possible however, that penguin bycatch in 
recreational gill net fisheries out of Recherché 
Bay and Southport is a potential cause.  Penguin 
bycatch in gill nets is common (Žydelis et al. 2013.) 
and the use of the sheltered waters of these areas 
by gill net fisherman is also common.

The establishment of a breeding colony of kelp 
gulls on the island in the last 30 years reflects what 
has been a fairly swift colonisation of this self-
introduced species.  As recently as the 1950’s kelp 
gulls were vagrants that were not known to breed 
in Australia at all, however they have now become 
one of the most familiar species around built 
up areas in south eastern Australia.  Being very 
adaptable, kelp gulls have learnt to exploit novel 
sources of food and are prolific scavengers at local 
tips and boat ramps.  As such they are largely 
restricted to areas where they have easy access to 
the built-up areas.

proportion of the females of this species, have 
a reproductive strategy known as semelparity.  
Semelparity, which translates as once – to 
beget, is a fairly drastic tactic whereby all of 
the body’s reserves are used during the high 
intensity breeding season.  As a result, all males 
die following the breeding season and a high 
proportion of females only live long enough to 
successfully raise one litter.  With each generation 
spanning a single year, antechinus would effectively 
be capable of making vary rapid genetic adaptions 
due to selection pressure.  An interesting future 
study would be to compare the genetic makeup 
of the Actaeon Island antechinus to those of 
the southeast and Bruny Island (and in addition 
be extended to include other nearby island 
populations of this species on Ile Du Golfe, Flat 
Witch and Maatsuyker).  If the population on these 
islands are relictual from when sea levels were 
lower, they may have passed through as many as 

Actaeon Island

Actaeon Island was noted by John Gould in 
1838 and Colonel William Legge in 1886, to be 
vegetated by “barilla bush” which at the time was 
a name which was applied to various salt bushes 
(the description and subsequent painting provided 
by John Gould revealing the species to be grey 
saltbush [Atriplex cinerea]).  This species was not 
found on the island during the present survey and 
has not been recorded again since these early 
records, suggesting a considerable change in the 
vegetation on the island.  The most likely reason 
for this would be high intensity and frequency fire.  
The vegetation of the island is presently in a state 
of flux, with the bracken and dense, low diversity 
scrub communities having developed as a result 
of fire history.  Additional contributing factors 
potentially being historical rabbit disturbance and 
possibly a reduction in the disturbance from the 
seabird rookeries.

There is high resolution aerial photography of 
Actaeon Island from April 1973, which shows the 
vegetation of the island being substantially less 
scrubby at that time.  There is also a network of 
well used walking tracks visible, attributable to 
the high intensity mutton birding that the island 
rookeries were subjected to.

Optimally, future management of the island would 
include the exclusion of fire, which would allow 
the vegetation to develop past the disturbance 
disclimax types which are presently dominant.  
This would allow the scrub communities to thin 
out and develop more diversity whilst the bracken 
would eventually be overtaken by overstorey 
plants.  A potential drawback however, could 
be the proliferation of the perennial weeds, 
blackberry and mirror bush which are already an 
issue on the island.

The presence of an apparently large population 
of swamp antechinus on the island is intriguing.  
As with all antechinus, all the males, and a high 

DISCUSSION

8000 generations in isolation.  Alternatively they 
may have found their way there since, either via 
rafting on flotsam or via deliberate introduction.  
There is a reference in Robinson’s journal relating 
to walking through the dunes near Sandy Cape 
on the west coast – “Saw several places where 
the natives had raked up the sand to get the mice 
- tore,er as the Brune natives call them” (Plomley 
2008).  The reference to the Nuenonne (Brune 
natives) suggests that he was with Wooreddy and/
or Truganini, who were Nuenonne and who likely 
interpreted to him what he was seeing.  A strong 
candidate for the identity of the tore,er would 
be the swamp antechinus, which is probably the 
most common animal in the sandy heaths of Bruny 
Island that could be called a “mouse”.  As a fast 
breeding food source, it is therefore not out of the 
question that this species was transported to small 
islands by Tasmanian Aboriginals at some point 
since the last ice age.

Fauna species recorded on Actaeon Island, compiled from historical records off the Tasmanian Natural  
Values Atlas (mainly those in Brothers et al. 2001) and observations made during the present survey.

Table 4

Common Name Species December 1980 Present survey

BIRDS
kelp gull Larus dominicanus Not noted Large breeding colony
little penguin Eudyptula minor ~ 1000 breeding pairs 120-360 breeding pairs
Pacific gull Larus pacificus 

subsp. pacificus
2 pairs not breeding Several pairs acting 

territorially
short-tailed 
shearwater

Ardenna tenuirostris ~25 000 breeding pairs

silver gull Chroicocephalus 
novaehollandiae

Not noted 100+ seen on rocky reef to 
south 

sooty oytercatcher Haematopus 
fuliginosus

1 pair breeding 2 pairs probably breeding

OTHER
metallic skink Niveoscincus 

metallicus
Noted Fleeting glimpses of skinks 

seen
European rabbit Oryctolagus 

cuniculus
i Extremely low number  

(no sign seen?)
No sign seen

fur seal Arctocephalus 
species

Noted to haul out but no 
regular haul out, also in 2003

signs indicate the eastern 
shore of the northern island 
is a regular haul out

goat Capra hircus i Not noted Not noted
swamp antichinus Antechinus minimus Noted as unknown “rat” 

1980. Trapped 2003.
Not seen, partial tail found, 
camera trapped 2013

i denotes an introduced species
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