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s hard at work




Introduction:

Earthcare and its enthusiastic members have put in another solid year of
volunteer work in a range of activities two of which are new and have
commenced within the last twelve months. Our ongoing projects include the
Little Penguin Study, indigenous plantings, Rakali Watch, Port Phillip Nature
Watch and assisting the Port Phillip EcoCentre with running of the ‘Beach
Buddies’ eco-tours.

The two new activities are the Seastar Removal Project, and a summer
‘Boardwalkers’ group to provide a guiding program for visitors on the breakwater
with the prime objective of protecting the penguin colony from harassment.
Both activities based in St Kilda Harbour and on the breakwater have attracted
new members to join Earthcare and should continue well into the future.

As the Channel Deepening Project (CDP) is well underway in its second year of
operation there has been little involvement by Earthcare in the campaign
against this project. We will however be assessing whether there are any
impacts by the CDP on the penguin colony, if for example there is a severe drop
in the population or poor levels of health found in the birds. Research in this
direction will include analysis of penguin feathers for heavy metals and other
toxins (see Little Penguins on St Kilda Breakwater below).

On a sad note Peg Jones a long time member and avid supporter of Earthcare
passed away on 26" of September 2008. She will always be remembered for
her irrepressible enthusiasm for the environment and dedication and hard work
on our planting days, particularly in caring for the salt marsh at West Beach.

The Earthcare Committee for 2008/09 was

President — Andrew McCutcheon

Vice President — Bob Tammik

Co Secretaries — Sally Cowden, Alyson Svenson and Zoe Hogg
Treasurer — Angela Suter

Assistant Treasurer — Ross Stephens

Committee members — Alison Strachan (web site), Tiana Preston, Dr Beth Gott,
Louise Kelly, Paul Rees, Sue Mason, Kim Cowie and Katrina Fine.

Many thanks go to the Committee and general members for their efforts in
various projects and running Earthcare. We are reliant on and extremely
grateful to the EcoCentre for use of its valuable facilities, its very friendly staff
and the Coordinator Neil Blake (a long time Earthcare member) in particular for
his ongoing support.




REVIEW OF EARTHCARE ACTIVITIES ~ 2008 /09

Earthcare Meetings

In 2008/09, we have been somewhat irregular with the usual arrangement of
holding our committee meetings every second (odd) month and our general
members/public meetings with special guest speakers every other (even)
month.

As a consequence we only managed to hold three general meetings. Two
included a presentation made by a speaker and the third was an alternative
arrangement in which all Earthcare members, their family and friends were
invited to see the penguins on the breakwater.

Speakers for 2008/09 were:

April 2008 — Dolphins in Port Phillip Bay

At the AGM Sue Mason, research officer with the Dolphin Research Institute,
gave a presentation on her research work on the dolphins and other marine
mammals in Port Phillip Bay and the Gippsland Lakes. Subject to further
analysis Sue explained that the Port Phillip Bay Bottlenose Dolphins may be a
separate species as they are significantly different genetically from the
Bottlenose Dolphins found offshore in the ocean.

June 2008 — Local and Cambodian Orchids by Kath Nelson.

Although Kath was unable to show the Cambodian orchids as the images were
not available to her at the time, the local orchids were more than enough to
keep us interested. With superb images clearly showing the diversity of forms
and colour, we were given a fascinating insight on a large number of orchid
species found throughout Victoria and their sometimes strange ways of fitting
into ecosystems.

November 2008 — Invitation to Earthcare members to see the Penguins

All members of Earthcare, including their family and friends were invited to
come out and see the penguins on the breakwater and the penguin team at
work, at a time when there are lots of penguins and chicks.

Comments

The two speakers have once again been terrific and inspirational toward
Earthcare and its activities. We would like to thank them both for volunteering
their time and broadening our understanding of conservation and environmental
issues beyond our local area.

Despite providing interesting speakers at general meetings the number of
Earthcare members attending has been low. It seems to be that most members
prefer to be involved with activities instead, such as penguin research and
planting days for which there are no shortage of enthusiastic volunteers.

To maximize attendance we must always remember to effectively publicize our
guest speakers, and always invite non—members to general meetings.




Care of City of Port Phillips Natural Heritage Area s

Earthcare continues to have a successful working relationship with the City of
Port Phillip and Citywide Service Solutions in a program of planting and weeding
at three or more locations within the Natural Heritage Areas in the City of Port
Phillip. The practice of holding planning meetings before each of the planting
days to work out what species and quantity of plants are required has ensured
each planting day was a success.

Areas selected for planting in 2008 were Grosvenor Street, Balaclava on
Sunday 15 June, Elwood foreshore/Point Ormond on Sunday 27 July (National
Tree Planting Day) and West Beach, St Kilda on Sunday 31 August. The
turnout of Earthcare members and other volunteers has been very good.

In the Grosvenor Street/railway reserve area in Balaclava most of the effort was
concentrated on putting indigenous plants into a large planting bed beside the
small park between the railway reserve and William Street. In Elwood our
planting day again coincided with the nationwide Tree Planting Day. As a result
many volunteers turned up and all the plants allocated for this area were in the
ground in just over an hour, well before the scheduled time of completion at
noon.

At West Beach we divided our effort between planting and weeding, which
included the never ending battle to remove Spiny Rush Juncus acutus and
clearing numerous weeds from the area we planted in the previous year at the
corner of Pier Road and Beaconsfield Parade.

As reported in last years annual report the continuation of the drought and hot
summer temperatures has placed much of our local flora and fauna under
stress. Many of our trees and shrubs that are either well established or recently
planted have perished and will be needing replacement during our forthcoming
working bees. Weeds will also need to be kept under control as they fill in the
bare areas left by dead plants.

On behalf of Earthcare | would like to thank Michelle Ritchie, Parks and Open
Space Technical Officer for her coordinating efforts, Damien Connell and his
team of Citywide for organisation and putting the resources together (a
considerable effort) and staff at SKINC for propagating the plants. We look
forward to working with them again in this years planting program.

Andrew McCutcheon

Little Penguins on St Kilda Breakwater

Regular monitoring of the penguin colony goes on as usual. We have a steady
base of 25 volunteers who come in all types of weather to count, weigh, record
and check on the health of the penguin population at St Kilda Breakwater.

We received a substantial donation from groups in the City of Port Phillips’ sister
city of Obu Japan and this has been allocated to analysis of penguin feathers
for heavy metals and other toxins, which are stored in the feathers. Penguin




feathers are easily collected at moult and this enables us to test the penguins
without having to take blood samples. This research will be carried out by
Sherrie Carrels as part of her PhD.

We also received donations from:

Parks Victoria, which was spent on new microchip scanners and implanters
and some light weight scales.

St Kilda Stand-Up Paddle Boarding Company, which will enable us to
purchase a few more microchips.

Followers of our one legged penguin ‘Pegleg’, our best known individual
penguin will be pleased to know he is alive and well, but has relocated to better
real estate higher up on the breakwater. He was living with two different females
but did not father any chicks this year.
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Here is some of our updated data:

Frequency of recapture within a season

BE
#
2008-9 264 199 |50 [24 |93 |1]1 786 451
2007-8 286 106 |42 |27 109|131 1160 485
2006-7 317 (111 |50 |16 |8 |5 1833 508
2005-6 346 (107 |56 |28 13 |2 |2 939 555
2004-5 301 101 |38 |20 |41 723 465
2003-4 225 |66 |17 |6 4|2 464 320
Population Estimate
#$# " %o &
# # #
2008-9 170 451 786 1927 789
2007-8 184 485 845 1864 854
2006-7 177 508 833 1662 821
2005-6 221 555 880 1846 1025
2004-5 146 465 684 1788 677
2003-4 112 320 426 1123 520




Number of newly microchipped penguins

Year Male Female Not sure of sex Chicks Total
2008-9 31 43 5 51 130
2007-8 39 60 4 43 146
2006-7 48 50 3 42 143
2005-6 62 96 14 52 224
2004-5 61 93 12 26 192
2003-4 62 111 12 32 217

Fortnightly weights of St Kilda penguins March 2008 April-2009
and Historic average weights 2002-2007
All weights deseasonalised using historic average weights
Male and Female Distinguished

weight in grams
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Zoe Hogg

PhD Penguin Research at St Kilda

As many of you know, | am currently writing up the results of the research I've
conducted (with the help of you!) over the past 3 years at St Kilda. During that
time | looked at the penguins foraging behaviour, diet and reproductive success.
Analysing the results is proving to be interesting. | will share some of the
findings with you here and promise to give a presentation towards the end of my
write up when all of the data has been analysed.

Foraging behaviour:

In 2006 and 2007 some of the breeding penguins were fitted with either satellite
transmitters or diving recorders. The satellite tracking showed that the penguins
do not travel far from the colony, but only gave about 10 locations a day. The
diving data was hard to interpret as it was collected separately from the location
data, but it did show that they are busy at sea, diving up to 970 times a day.

In 2008 | fitted breeding penguins with a combined GPS and diving recorder
that allowed me to see exactly where the penguins went and how they dived
over the course of a day. The GPS collected up to 21 000 location positions
with great accuracy (6 m compared with 1 km for satellite tracking), and
combined with the diving data | was able to confirm that the penguins do dive
within the shipping channels in search of food.




On one-day trips (ie what they do mostly during breeding) the birds forage over
an area of approximately 3500 square hectares. They only travel about 13 km
from the colony, but they swim around 47 km in a day and their diving effort
(accumulated diving time over the day) is equivalent to their Phillip Island
counterparts. They are searching hard for food in a small area, highlighting how
important the north of the bay is to them.

Diet:

Penguins at St Kilda are still primarily eating anchovy (73%), which is actually
similar to the amount recorded by the Phillip Island research team several years
ago (their data has just been re-analysed using the same methods as | have
used). Their diet is being supplemented by garfish (10%), squid (8%) and
whatever else they can find. The average size of the anchovy they take is 72
mm, which is equivalent to a fish approximately 2 years of age. | am yet to
analyse the blood samples.

Reproduction:

Over the past few years I've regularly checked a small subset of nests to get a
better idea of how well the penguins at St Kilda really do breed. Here are the
main results from those nests:

Parameter 2006 2007 2008
Overall mean laying date 28/09/2006 | 14/09/2007 | 15/09/2008
Mean # attempts per pair 1.35 1.24 1.15

Mean chicks fledged per|0.71 0.69 0.75
female

Mean peak chick weight 1089 g 1150 g 1160 g

Overall:

Many of the previous reports from this colony suggest that the penguins at St
Kilda do a lot better in terms of their weight and breeding success than the ones
from Phillip Island. | believe that this was probably the case up until relatively
recently when the population increased to around 1000. It seems now that the
St Kilda colony is decreasing in size (see Zoe’s population estimates), which
may be related to food availability. The food stocks in the north of Port Phillip
bay may not be large enough to support too many more penguins, hence the
relatively low breeding success (Phillip Island long term average is 1 chick per
female) and low chick weights. Although the penguins don't travel too far from
the colony searching for food on their 1-day trips, they are working very hard to
find it and are supplementing their anchovy diet with whatever else they can get.
Thankyou to everyone who has helped in the research! You have been an
enormous help and | could not have done it without you.

A note on channel deepening:

We don’t know how the St Kilda penguins reacted to the turbidity plume when
the Yarra River and Port Melbourne Channel was dredged, but they have
survived the dredging activity within their home-range. CDP activity in the
penguins foraging range was rescheduled and as a result did not overlap too
much with the main penguin breeding season.




The main concerns for the penguins now rest in their diet and heavy metal
bioaccumulation. Last year a survey of the anchovies in Port Phillip found very
little evidence of anchovy spawning. As the penguins consistently eat
anchovies of around 2 years in age, we will not likely see an effect on the
penguins until next year.

The dredge material ground for contaminated sediments is situated within the
penguins foraging area, which raises some concern regarding the health of the
colony. Some of our preliminary testing indicates that penguin feathers are
already high in mercury, so there is a potential for the penguins to
bioaccumulate that and other heavy metals/toxins. We are seeking funding for
a post-doctoral student (Sherrie Caarels, Monash University) to carry out testing
over the next 3 years to monitor this. We have not received funding from Port of
Melbourne Corporation, DSE or the Office of Environmental Monitor, nor have
we been approached by them to discuss our data, despite what you may read.

Tiana Preston
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Boardwalkers:

In an effort to keep the public informed on the St Kilda penguins and their
activity during the busy summer season down at the Pier, a team of volunteer
guides popularly known as the ‘Boardwalkers’ was formed after Christmas to
engage and educate the public and help police and protect the colony. The
team of about 30 boardwalkers included past and present Earthcare members,
as well as locals interested in helping out a couple of times a week. Working in
teams of two or more, boardwalkers wearing bright yellow Earthcare vests were
there from about 9pm-11pm to answer people’s penguin questions and help
educate the public on their natural habitat, feeding, lifestyle and predators. Very
often the role extended to ensuring limited use of flash photography, as “the
penguins don't really like the flashes” we would say...

The formation of this group has been in response to an increased awareness of
the presence of penguins on the breakwater amongst the general public and a
large increase in the number of visitors to the breakwater in search of penguins.
Some of these visitors have been observed disturbing penguins causing them
undue stress.

Some nights the boardwalkers and tourists would get lucky and see about 30 or
more penguins out and about, other nights, no more than 5... Whatever the
case, one could be assured of seeing plenty of people / tourists eagerly waiting




the arrival of the little birds. Sometimes up to about 200 people waiting across
the boardwalk!

The exercise was a great opportunity to meet people, answer some interesting
guestions (like “can we take one home / pick them up / eat them?” ) and of
course, see our favourite little guys coming in from a hard day’s fishing out on
the bay. For the 2009/10 penguin season, we hope to get more volunteer
boardwalkers interested in participating between the months of November 09 —
March 10.

The Boardwalkers have been a great success and we have had good feedback
from the general public.

Cy Fuhrmann, Zoe Hogg

Rakali Watch

The Rakali or Water Rat Hydromys chrysogaster is a native rodent found along
the foreshore and waterways in the City of Port Phillip and elsewhere in
Melbourne. It inhabits a range of aquatic habitats in both fresh and salt water,
and is common in much of coastal north Australia, eastern Australia to
Tasmania and southwest Western Australia.

In many ways the year for us was quite frustrating. We had a colder than
average autumn and a cold and stormy winter. As a consequence we saw very
few rakali. Useful data nevertheless as it indicates rakali are less active in
colder weather. On warmer evenings we are still seeing good numbers in the
canal and along the breakwater, but very few sightings in Albert Park. We are
not sure what that means at this stage, but there is speculation that food
sources may be scarcer due to the drought.
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Over the next year we will go into recess for the colder evenings due to the lack
of sightings.

Rakali.Com is still going strong with over 3,000 visitors having looked through
the various pages on the website. A number of people have sent me sightings
from all over Australia since Rakali.Com went live. This past year | have been




surprised with the number of day time rakali sightings people have sent me -
some in the middle of the day.

We also undertook observations of Rakali in several locations. Data gathered
over the past four years shows quite clearly a decline in the numbers of rakali
being observed in Albert Park Lake and Elwood Canal. Rakali numbers
observed at the St Kilda Breakwater are improving but have a long way to go to
match pre February 2005 levels (after a major storm event). Our data shows
we have seen twice as many Rakali at the breakwater compared to other areas
monitored.

At the St Kilda Breakwater we also have the opportunity to examine rakali
feeding platforms or middens to determine what the local rakali eat. For well
over three years rakali diet has consisted almost exclusively of fan worm, but
over the past year we have noted that rakali have expanded their range of prey
species to include Sea Urchins and small “undersized” Abalone.

A group of dedicated volunteers has been surveying the local rakali population
since June 2003, to extend upon previous rakali research conducted by
Earthcare late last century. The aim is to determine the rakali distribution and
population density in known areas of habitat in City of Port Phillip, as well as
making behavioural observations. Sites regularly surveyed over the last year
are St Kilda Harbour, Albert Park Lake, and Elwood Canal.

Bob Tammik

Northern Pacific Seastar Removal

Over the past year Earthcare has commenced a new program to try and remove
Northern Pacific seastars, an introduced marine pest, from our sea grass beds
in St Kilda Harbour. Our efforts are concentrated along St Kilda Pier from the
foreshore along Pier Road to the Boardwalk and Kiosk at the end of the pier.

These sea stars are a threat to our marine fauna, as they feed on almost
anything and compete with our native sea stars and rakali for habitat and food.
By removing large numbers of Northern Pacific sea stars from St Kilda Pier, we
hope to reduce the spread of the population, lesson competition for resources
for our own native species, and improve the local marine environment.
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Our Northern Pacific seastar removal days take place from autumn to early
spring as this sea star species prefers seasonally colder water temperatures




ranging from 7 - 10C, and so migrate closer to the shore during this time. So
far we have run five successful sea star collection days, over which a total of
9,383 sea stars have been removed from the sea grass beds in St Kilda
Harbour.

We have also been receiving some great community involvement, with friends
and family of Earthcare St Kilda and Diving HQ volunteers joining the team.
Thank you to everyone who has been involved. There are three more removal
days planned for 2009; May 24th, August 8th and October 4th.

Katrina Krygger

Port Phillip Nature Watch

Port Phillip Nature Watch (PPNW) has now been operating for six years and as
a result we are improving our understanding on the diversity of fauna,
particularly birds within the City of Port Phillip. The list of bird species seen in
and around City of Port Phillip compiled by members of Earthcare, Ecocentre
staff and local residents keeps growing and that is despite a very dry year.
According to this list the total number of bird species recorded is now 134 (it
was 130 this time last year).

Most of the 20 reports received over the last 12 months have been made by a
small number of Earthcare members, three members of the public (usually via
the Ecocentre) and others who regularly correspond with Earthcare including
Parks Victoria, Ecocentre and Bayside CC.

Highlights over the last twelve months have been

Four new bird species seen within the City of Port Phillip. They are Little
Egret, Australian Raven, Stubble Quail and Cape Barren Goose.

A higher than usual frequency of Bottlenose Dolphin sightings in waters
offshore from City of Port Phillip in autumn to early spring. Sightings include
two off St Kilda Beach on 23 April, at least six between Pt Ormond and St
Kilda Mariner on 16 July, three off Middle Park on 30 July and a pair off St
Kilda Breakwater on 9 September.

A small and completely intact a Paper Nautilus Argonauta nodosa found
washed up on Elwood Beach just south of Pt Ormond on 20 June, which
somehow escaped being pulverized by the beach cleaner. Paper nautiluses
are not nautiluses at all, but are actually octopuses. The paper thin white
calcareous 'shell' is an egg case made by females. These delicate 'shells’,
prized by beach combers are rare and occasionally encountered in Port
Phillip Bay over winter. Neil Blake reported finding shell fragments on West
Beach on 24 June.

A female Rose Robin visited my back garden in Elwood on 6 April. |
originally identified it as a female Flame Robin (a much more frequent visitor
to CoPP) in a report to Birds Australia, but after some experts there
examined a number of photos | submitted they all agreed that it was a Rose
Robin, a very occasional visitor to our area.
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Bird and animal species of interest reported to the coordinator over the year
include Bottlenose Dolphins off St Kilda, Brown Goshawk in St Kilda Botanic
Gardens, Laughing Kookaburra and Crimson Rosella in Elwood near
Elsternwick Park, Eastern Rosellas at the Gasworks Park, Boobook Owls in
Middle Park, Elsternwick Park and Elwood, Royal Spoonbill in St Kilda Harbour,
Tawney Frogmouths in Elwood, Masked Lapwings breeding in Albert Park,
Stubble Quialil in East St Kilda, Goat Moth (fam. Cossidae) in St Kilda Botanic
Gardens, Seal off Middle Park/St Kilda, Cape Barren Goose in Albert Park and
Yellow-tailed Black-Cockatoos flying over Middle Park.
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In addition interesting birds observed by the coordinator include Pied
Currawong (April 08), Grey Fantails (April 08 & 09), Eastern Spinebill (April &
July 08 & April 09), Australian Hobby (April & June 08), Little Egret (May 08),
Nankeen Kestrel (June 08), Galah (July 08), dead Shy Albatross (Sept 08),
Australian Raven (Sept 08), Wood Duck (Sept & Dec 08), Hardhead (Nov 08),
Black-faced Cuckoo Shrike (Dec 08), Musk Lorikeets (March & April 09), Rose
Robin (April 09) and Spotted Pardalote (April 09),

Andrew McCutcheon




Beach Buddies

‘Beach Buddies’ is an eco-tour guided by Earthcare members and run by Port
Phillip EcoCentre. Earthcare members Tiana Preston, Sue Mason, Clare
McCutcheon, Paul Rees and Neil Blake conducted 6 tours for the Coast Action
Coast Care ‘Summer by the Sea’ program in January 09.

Ultimately it is envisaged that they will become a viable commercial venture
allowing a strong marine conservation message to be delivered more
consistently throughout the year. Since the ‘Summer by the Sea’ program
tours, which were provided free of charge, a further 6 groups have booked tours
through the EcoCentre’s website.

The tours cater for families with young children, combining a range of games
and activities with learning about local wildlife and plants, local history,
conservation and management issues and to encourage involvement in caring
for the coast. But Beach Buddies also proved to be an enjoyable way for a
group of Korean student teachers to brush up on their English language skills
and learn about the local environment.

More recently, Parks Victoria and the St Kilda Football Club have agreed to
sponsor 10 beach Buddies tours for primary School children who would
otherwise be unlikely to participate in such an experience. Each family attending
the tour will receive an ‘I Love Port Phillip Bay’ calico show bag containing an
‘Alfreda the City Penguin’ story book and a ‘Penguin Panic’ board game. All
school children attending a tour will also be encouraged to participate in a
‘marine environment’ poster design competition, incorporating key messages
learnt during the tour. These will be exhibited at the EcoCentre later this year.

Port Phillip Conservation Council

Earthcare is a member of and continues to meet with the Port Phillip
Conservation Council inc. (PPCC) usually twice a year. PPCC is a federation of
16 conservation organizations around Port Phillip Bay - Melbourne's major
natural feature.

PPCC works for conservation and better management of Port Phillip Bay and its
waters, foreshores, sea-bed, wetlands and waterways that run into it.




Earthcare Membership

Membership of Earthcare St Kilda Inc. provides members with a bi-monthly
newsletter, access to general meetings usually attended by an interesting guest
speaker and involvement with a range of outdoor activities. Cost of
membership is $20 for a single member, $30 for a family and $10 for a student
or concession card holder.

Newsletter

Earthcare News is produced every second month. Many thanks to Zoe Hogg for
putting together and producing the newsletters, and to all Earthcare members
involved in contributing articles.




Earthcare St Kilda Inc

Financial Report 01 January 2008 — 31 December 200 8

Expenditure
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Cash at Bank - cheque Account
Term Deposit
total cash at Bank

30.10
485.43
1,360.73
346.50
481.00
70.00
276.00
444.76
243.24
3,737.76

$ 2,000.00
$ 2,256.10

$ 7,993.86

$14,272.68
-$ 7,993.86
$ 3,060.10
$ 9,338.92

$ 9,338.92
$13,022.95

$22,361.87
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Total

Significant items this year included $2,000.00 donation to blue Wedges

Analysis of fairy penguins $2256.10

$ 5.50
$1,468.65
$ 799.95
$ 290.00
$ 496.00

$3,060.10




