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Results

The results of these
surveys will provide

information on the Little
Penguin population in

Tasmania.

Survey Methods

 Presence or
absence

 Penguin track
counts

 Regular counts at
designated areas

 Colony count
 Wildlife camera

monitoring

Little Penguin toolkit

This section of the toolkit
contains standardised
survey and monitoring

methods for community
and land managers.

Survey Method 5.4

Colony count

When is this survey method the best to use?

This survey method can be used to provide a snapshot
of the Little Penguin population at a single point in time.
Repeated annually, this method can provide a time-
series of changes to colony size. This survey method
should be used after the presence of Little Penguins is
established and under the supervision of an
expert/researcher (Note: see permissions below).

The count should be undertaken near to the peak of the
breeding season, when both parents are usually out to
sea during the day and return to the nests to feed their
chicks at night. This will require a few weeks’
observations beforehand to gauge what the level of
Little Penguin activity is in the section to be surveyed. This
survey method is a single night count for a sub-section or
the whole colony.

Before you start

 Ensure you have permission from the land
manager and all the necessary approvals.

Permissions and approvals

 This survey method requires Animal Ethics
Committee approval and a DPIPWE Scientific
Permit granted to the supervising researcher.
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When to survey

 Plan the survey at the peak of the breeding season.
 Plan the survey on a low or outgoing tide to provide adequate beach access.
 Plan the survey on a half or waning moon. Penguins are more at ease coming

ashore on dark nights.
 The duration of the count should be for 1.5 hours and commence after the first

penguin emerges out of the sea (approximately 9:30pm – 11:00pm in January).

Before the event - Planning

Safety

 As this is a night-time activity, and rocky beaches may be difficult and
hazardous to walk along at night, the safety of volunteers needs to be carefully
considered.

 Organise for the fitter and more physically active volunteers to walk the furthest
distance from the starting point.

 Schedule a safety briefing prior to the commencement of the survey.

Event preparation

 Ensure the survey is coordinated or guided by an expert with experience in
previous counts.

 Print count forms on a heavy weighted paper or board to record penguin
numbers (see example of a count card below).

Site planning

 Establish sections along the beach every 20 m by recording a GPS point.
 Mark and number each station by tying a small piece of flagging tape to a

point (e.g. branch or a pile of stones or other marker). Remove marker after the
activity.

 If necessary, delegate a parking attendant to direct car parking at or near the
site.

 Access to the beach should be via established walkways or pathways and not
through the colony.

 Volunteer coordination
 The number of volunteers needed will be determined by the number of stations

marked out.
 If a large number of volunteers is required and your group needs additional

counters, consider inviting Wildcare and Field Naturalists groups to participate
as these volunteers are experienced in field monitoring activities.

 Send an Expression of Interest to invite group members to participate.
Volunteers should complete a form to provide details on previous experience,
fitness level, medical conditions and emergency contact details.

 Instruct volunteers to view Cradle Coast Authority’s Little Penguin learning
package before the event. Link: https://www.cradlecoast.com/online-
learning-packages/

 Follow instructions on shining the outer beam of the torch at the penguin’s feet
(see diagram below).
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Torch use hints

 A roster for the community group should be established so that birds are
counted on a weekly or fortnightly basis.

 Ensure the counts are done from the same designated area.
 Counts should be undertaken in pairs, with people establishing their positions at

dusk.
 The number of birds can be tallied after one hour (sample unit of time) and

recorded on the data sheet, with any other observations of behaviour (e.g.
mating, rearing chicks or moulting).

Search area and positioning

 Differing terrains can make it more difficult to spot the penguins. Ensure the
entire search section is visible. For example, search areas such as rocky
foreshores are likely to be considerably smaller than on an open beach.
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 Ensure you position yourself on a vantage point as high up as possible without
creating a silhouette the birds can see but, you need to be able to have a
clear view of an area penguins are likely to use (there is no point being hidden
behind a rock and with no view).

 If you are short on volunteers to cover all areas on some nights just survey fewer
of your identified areas and record which sections were surveyed. Do not
attempt to cover multiple sections with one observer, incoming penguins on
the edges of the areas may be missed. Instead, ensure that sections not
surveyed are noted in submitting data.

Instructions for volunteers

Any interaction between Little Penguins and people will produce some stress and
disturbance to these wild birds. This can be minimised by the application of some basic
guidelines below. If badly disturbed, penguins will avoid humans and return to shore
later after the perceived threat is gone.

Personal preparation

1. Dress warmly, including hat and gloves. If you get cold and need to move, you
may disturb the birds.

2. For walking - wear closed solid shoes, preferably boots. Bring a walking stick if
required.

3. Wear dark clothing. Penguin eyesight is excellent in low light.
4. Go to the toilet before heading to the count site to ensure maximum comfort.

Pack the following

1. Binoculars if you have a pair. They always pick up more light than the naked
eye.

2. A torch with new batteries, and spare batteries if you think you will need them,
to see more than 10 m. In penguin habitat, only red light can be used.
Therefore, torches must be fitted with red cellophane, which will be available
at the briefing. No large spotlight torches please. Take a head lamp for walking
back to your car.

3. Snacks and beverages as required but with no rustling wrappers.
4. Something to sit on e.g. raincoat, blanket, air mat or cushion.
5. Put everything in your backpack so your hands are free when walking.
6. A pen or pencil for tallying birds on the count sheet.

On arrival

1. Please aim to arrive between 7.15pm and 7.45pm (if survey is undertaken in
January).

2. Park as directed by parking attendant (if applicable).
3. Get your pack ready, make sure your car is locked then queue up to register.
4. You will be allocated to a group with a group leader.
5. You will be given a count card on which to tally the birds that enter your section.
6. A final briefing will take place at 8pm with an opportunity for questions.
7. Join your group to walk together to your station.
8. The aim is to be settled at your station by 9pm.
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Getting to your station and back

1. Stations have been previously marked covering the count area. The stations
are located to give a good view of sight without blocking the penguins’ access
to their burrows.

2. Each group will be led by a team leader who will direct you to your station and
will guide you back after the count.

3. Approach your station by walking along the beach in good light. Please note
the tracks and landmarks will be less visible after dark.

4. When walking back, use your torch only when you need to and be aware of
logs, roots, branches and penguins! Keep in contact with the person behind
you. If you have to stop, ask the person in front of you to stop. This way the
group does not split up.

At your station

1. Avoid being a silhouette. Little Penguins recognise the profile of their colony
intimately and will instantly detect shoulders and heads poking up against the
horizon. Snuggle down on the beach under fringing vegetation if present.

2. Get comfortable. You will be counting to your left (westwards, where the sun
has set).

3. Absolutely no flash photography. Penguins have very sensitive night vision and
are easily distressed by flashes or bright light that is directed at them.

4. Be as still and quiet as possible. Penguins’ eyes are designed to pick up
movement and they have good hearing. Have patience. You are trying to see
wild birds that are especially wary when coming ashore, so try not to move
once the sun has set.

5. Feral cats. If you see one, record it on your sheet.
6. At 11pm, repack your bag and take all rubbish with you.
7. Do not leave your station until your team leader collects you.

Counting

1. The end of your section will be the counter at the next station to your left (see
diagram).

2. Wait until you start to see birds coming up off the beach. When counting
penguins use a set landmark e.g. a piece of seaweed, a branch lying on the
beach or something recognisable to ensure that you count each penguin
once only. You will have time to set up a marker to assist you in identifying your
count area. You can then use this as your “counting line” marker about 5 m in
front of you. It is much better to wait until the birds come up from the beach
into your section and you can see their white chests clearly.

3. Using your torch. Avoid shining torches down the beach. Shine them at an
acute angle. Torch light should be to the side of a penguin so as not to startle
them.

4. When a bird crosses your ‘counting line’, mark your card in the appropriate
time zone.

5. Note the time you see the first bird in your section and other times of any other
events – arrival of shearwaters, cats or other observations.
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6. The team leader will start moving back from their count station at 11pm. While
waiting to be collected by your team leader for the walk back, please record
any birds coming in after 11pm in the appropriate time box on the count card.

7. When you return back to the briefing site, stop, sign the back of your card and
hand it to your team leader. This will be taken as your signing off and will avoid
activation of any search and rescue procedure.

Example of card count for volunteers

Record the following survey details
Station/Section
number Date

Name of beach

Name of counter

Time first penguin
counted

Time last penguin
counted

Times
(1/2 hour
intervals)

Number of Penguins counted Totals

Start___________
To_____________

Start___________
To_____________

Start___________
To_____________

Start___________
To_____________

Start___________
To_____________

Disturbances/incidents
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Example Colony count survey form

Record details

After the survey, the supervising expert/researcher complete the survey form and
enter all data into corresponding excel spreadsheet.

Provide a copy to the land manager, other relevant organisations and
Penguins@dpipwe.tas.gov.au.

Record the following survey details

Date

Name of site

Name of
expert/researcher

Contact details Phone Email

Community Group

Names of
participants

Start time

End time

Total length of
beach surveyed

Latitude/
Longitude
start

Latitude/
Longitude
finish

Search area
(GPS/Lat/Long) for
each section

Insert more rows if
required

Section 1 Section 2 Section 3 Section 4 Section 5

Section 6 Section 7 Section 8 Section 9 Section 10

Section 11 Section 12 Section 13 Section 14 Section 15

Tide (Time/Height) Rising High Falling Low

Moon Full 3/4 1/2 1/4

Time unit – ½ hour
blocks
Number of Little
Penguins per ½ hour

Other sightings

Comments


