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A message from the 

Hamish Saunders Trust 

In January 2017, a team representing the 

Hamish Saunders Memorial Trust conducted a 

final Island Survey, in this instance,  South 

Hunter & Stack Islands in North Western 

Tasmania. 

Since its inception in 2005, the Trust has been 

sending young New Zealand volunteers across 

the Tasman to gain experience working with 

scientific teams set up by DPIPWE in 

Tasmania. In all, twelve survey trips were 

undertaken. 

The experience gained by each of our 

volunteers is unique and invaluable. The 

passion, enthusiasm and dedication to the 

natural world shown consistently by our 

selected volunteers has contributed to the 

success of the program. Our mission has been 

to provide these potential leaders with an 

experience and international exposure enabling 

a desire and capability to further their interest 

and contribution to the international 

conservation effort. 

 

Image: Hamish Saunders 

 

 

It is a mark of the emerging generation that the 
selection of volunteers for each year was difficult, 
as there were many very able and talented 
applicants.  

The reports produced by DPIPWE each year have 
been of a consistently high standard and will 
undoubtedly be a valuable reference for scientists 
and community groups for many years to come. 
Although, it is with some sense of sadness that the 
Trust’s work in Tasmania ends in 2017, those 
involved with the Surveys can be proud of the 
reports which will hold significance and relevance in 
perpetuity.  

The Trustees wish to extend their thanks and 
appreciation to DIPWE and the many staff who 
contributed to the Programme and without whom 
the very high standard of the surveys would not 
have been met, or undertaken at all.  In particular, 
in terms of organisation, the contribution by  Peter 
Voller and Margaret Horton who made our 
volunteers welcome and set each survey for 
volunteers to make the most of their experience. 

A special mention to Dr Sally Bryant for her 
participation over the years and for her support, 
enthusiasm and generosity. Sally made the total 
Programme possible. 

We would also like to express gratitude to our 
fellow trustees here in New Zealand for their 
consistent and constructive support over the years. 

In closing, the Trustees commend the collective 
reports to readers, present and future, as a body of 
work undertaken as a contribution to future 
conservation effort we hope is as pleasurable to 
read as it is informative. We do so being confident 
that this is a fitting tribute to Hamish and the values 
he embodied   

 



 

South Hunter and Stack Island • Natural and Cultural Survey • 2017 

7 



 

South Hunter and Stack Island • Natural and Cultural Survey • 2017 

8 

 

Foreword  
The Hamish Saunders Memorial Island Survey 

Program was established in 2005 as a 

partnership agreement between the Tasmanian 

Government and the Hamish Saunders 

Memorial Trust.  The program arose after the 

tragic loss of this young New Zealand scientist 

while he was assisting in Tasmanian 

Government research on remote Pedra Branca 

Rock 36km off southern Tasmania. 

The program aims to collect scientific information 

on Tasmanian islands as a contribution to the long 

term management and conservation of their natural 

and cultural values. Islands not only hold a special 

romantic and scenic attraction but are also 

considered as scientifically important repositories 

of geodiversity and biodiversity, including 

biogeographically significant species.  Islands are 

also valuable areas that can be used as benchmarks 

against which wider threats and changes can be 

measured.  They can also be considered in some 

cases as playing a role in quarantining insurance 

populations of threatened species as currently seen 

with Tasmanian Devil recovery on Maria Island. 

This is the eleventh published Hamish Saunders 

Memorial Island Survey report, with 25 islands now 

surveyed (Tasmania is surrounded by some 334 

islands), adding and documenting considerable 

knowledge and understanding of the natural and 

cultural values of these important ecosystems. 

 

Simon Willcox    (Acting General Manager)  

Natural and Cultural Heritage Division
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Hamish Saunders 

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. 

For more about Hamish and the Trust, visit 

http://www.hamishsaunders.com/ 
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Summary 
In January 2017, a team of eight DPIPWE 

scientists, two Hamish Saunders Trust 

volunteers and one DPIPWE intern undertook a 

four-day multi-disciplinary survey of South 

Hunter Island, Stack Island and Penguin Islet to 

assess their Natural and Cultural Heritage 

.

 A wide range of field techniques were applied to 

investigate various aspects of the islands including 

transects of short-tailed shearwater colonies, 

mammal trapping using camera, cage and Elliott 

trapping, as well as nocturnal spotlighting.  Audio 

recording devices were used to observe and 

identify bird and bat species.  Targeted surveys of 

known Aboriginal heritage and geoheritage sites 

were undertaken as well as general searches for 

new sites.  Potential impacts, both natural and 

anthropomorphic were assessed to facilitate and 

guide ongoing management of the surveyed islands.  
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The expedition party. Back row left to right: Ross Stanger, Kristy Myron (Hamish Saunders Memorial Trust Travel Award 

Recipient 2017), Ross Monash, Elise Dewar, Sue Robinson James Ranstand (Hamish Memorial Trust Travel Award Recipient 

2017), Rolan Eberhand, Enya Hermsen. Front row from left to right: Claire Keating, Felicity Hargraves, Clare Lawrence, and 

Support vessel crew - Sam Thalmann and Kris Carlyon. 

 

 

 

  



 

South Hunter and Stack Island • Natural and Cultural Survey • 2017 

13 

 

Key findings from the island survey 

include: 

• A total of 53 vertebrate fauna species were 
recorded on Hunter Island including, three 
mammals, 45 bird species, three reptiles and 
three amphibians.  All of these species have 
previously been recorded on the island. 

 

• Two small mammal surveys failed to confirm 
the presence of swamp rat or dusky 
antechinus which were previously detected in 
1973.  These species may be in low densities 
and difficult to detect.  Alternatively they may 
have declined to become extinct on the 
island, possibly due to altered fire regimes or 
the introduction of cats.  

 

• Rabbits continue to inhabit Stack Island, 
apparently in very low numbers.  Thick 
vegetation will make detection of low 
numbers of this species problematic. 

 

• Metallic skinks (Niveoscincus meatllicus) were 
located on Stack Island, this is the first record 
of any reptile on the island. Hunter Island was 
confirmed as an important location for 
Hooded plovers with 17 individuals sighted 
across four east coast beaches surveyed.  A 
nest with two eggs was observed, confirming 
breeding on Hunter Island.  The hooded 
plover is listed nationally as vulnerable. 
 

• Intensive vegetation surveys of South Hunter 
Island identified nine additional TASVEG 
communities including three threatened 
native vegetation communities (TNVC) 
including; TNVC 39, Wetlands, TNVC 35. 
Seabird rookery complex and TNVC 
30.Melaleuca ericifolia swamp forest.  South 
Hunter vegetation is now mapped in detail. 

 

• Stack Island vegetation has now been 
surveyed and mapped in detail.  The current  
TNVC map will be updated on the next 
release of the digital map. 

 

• Aboriginal heritage surveys relocated, verified 
and recorded three previously recorded sites 
and identified three new sites on Hunter 
Island, and relocated and assessed three 
previously recorded sites on Stack Island.  A 
likely Aboriginal shell midden was observed 
on Penguin Islet, supporting the theory that 
Aboriginal people may have based themselves 
at Hunter Island or mainland sites and 
exploited smaller less resource rich sites 
intermittently as required. 
 

• A new Aboriginal heritage site identified 
demonstrated targeted exploitation of short-
tailed shearwaters with over 1,000 individual 
bones noted.  This potentially supports 
previous theories concerning use of Hunter 
Island’s west coast for targeted seasonal 
resource exploitation and site-specific 
economic strategies, as opposed to more 
intensive occupation and varied resource 
processing. 

 

• The first detailed survey of burrow nesting 
short-tailed shearwater for over twenty years 
was undertaken, revealing what may be a 
small new colony on the south western side 
of Hunter Island.  The main south Hunter 
colony has expanded considerably but burrow 
density decreased, however, the number of 
burrows appears to have more than doubled. 
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• Four poorly described geoconservation sites 
were reassessed and as a result existing data 
augmented.  Cave Bay raised sea cave, Hunter 
Island cobble berms, and the Hunter Passage 
perched lagoons geosites were found to 
represent distinctive elements of geodiversity 
on Hunter Island and the broader region of 
western Bass Strait and should be considered 
for listing on the statewide geosites inventory 
stored on the Natural Values Atlas, the 
Tasmanian Geoconservation Database.  
Observations obtained broadly support their 
listing. 

 

 Management / further studies 

• Hunter Island is in close proximity to the 
Tasmanian mainland and other islands, risks to 
biosecurity include movement of lessee stock, 
equipment and food however the lessee 
appears to have sound biosecurity protocols in 
place.  The greater risk of rodents, seeds and 
other pests and propagules arriving on the 
island are posed by ad-hoc visits by fishers, 
muttonbird harvesters and recreation activities.  
It is important to publicise the importance of 
strict biosecurity protocols when visiting the 
island as is ongoing monitoring for signs of 
introduced pest species. 
 

• Further, targeted small mammal surveys are 
required to confirm presence of antechinus and 
swamp rat.  This would also help ascertain 
presence of rodents such as black or brown 
rats. 
 

• Consideration should be given to removal of 
rabbits on Stack Island to enhance the natural 
values of the island.   
 

• Stack Island contains a small short-tailed 
shearwater colony comprising of 3,353 
burrows and is exposed to relatively high levels 
of harvest from recreational harvesters. 

 

• The presence of cattle is evident throughout 
Hunter Island however; no cattle were sighted 
far from areas dedicated to grazing.  The 
current lessee has undertaken some feral cattle 
control since taking over the lease.  This should 
continue to minimise impact of roaming cattle 
on natural and cultural heritage of the Island.  
 

• Aboriginal heritage sites in high-energy coastal 
locations were generally found on features such 
as shore platforms with underlying rock 
shelf/hard bedrock and were sheltered showing 
minimal impact from risks.  Conversely, sites 
back from the coastline were typically located 
atop sand dunes and often severely impacted 
and exposed to natural and cultural risks 
particularly, those posed by wind or cattle.  
Impacts from short-tailed shearwater burrows 
posed a significant natural risk to the integrity 
of many Aboriginal cultural heritage sites 
surveyed. 
 

• Despite progress towards developing improved 
descriptions of the existing geosites, Hunter 
Island geodiversity remains poorly researched 
and inadequately documented. Further work is 
required particularly in regard to the geology of 
the Proterozoic basement rocks, planation 
surfaces and palaeo-shorelines and studies into 
the Aeolian depositional chronology. 
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Introduction 
 

By Ross Monash

Hunter Island is situated in southern Bass Strait 

between King Island and northwest Tasmania at 

40°30′ latitude, 144°47′ longitude and about 4 km 

north of Woolnorth Point.  Hunter Island is the 

largest of the thirteen islands in the Hunter Island 

Group (also known as the Fleurieu Island Group).  

Hunter Island is an elongated island 23 km long and 

up to 7 km wide covering some 7,330 ha, with a 

highest point of approximately 70 meters (see 

figure 1).  Hunter Island receives average annual 

rainfall of 786.5 mm with wind predominately from 

the west and southwest.  

Stack Island and Penguin Islet were also 

visited to assess natural and cultural heritage.  Stack 

Island, situated 40°36’20 latitude 144°46’37 

longitude, one km off the south east corner of 

Hunter Island covers 23 ha, the stack on the 

northern end reaches 54 m in height with the island 

flattening to the south providing ideal sandy soil for 

short-tailed shearwaters.  Penguin Islet is a small 

3.46 ha Island four km north west of Stack Island at 

40°34’32 latitude 144°48’41 longitude.  
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Three Hummock Island, the second largest island in 

the group (7,000 ha) was surveyed under the 

Hamish Saunders Island Survey Program in 

December 2006.  Underlain by Proterozoic-age 

metamorphic rock forming an elongated plateau 

along Hunter Islands east coast, it could be 

described as being more akin to King Island where 

similar landforms are found, than other islands in 

the Hunter Group.  The other 12 islands in the 

group contrast significantly.  For example, 

Albatross Island is a large vegetated rock jutting out 

of the water to the north west is formed from 

haematitic conglomerate, Three Hummock Island is 

dominated by large Devonian granite hills, and 

Walker and Robbins Islands are predominately low 

relief tidal sand traps. Hunter Island supports a 

number of perched lagoons backed by a bedrock 

slope in the south eastern corner.  Vegetated dune 

fields stretch from the west coast extending 

approximately two thirds of the way across the 

widest part of Hunter Island, these dunes contain a 

number of sand blows and several perched lakes.  

Cobble berms can be found from Wallaby Point 

and Cuvier Point on the Islands west coast. Hunter 

Island is perhaps best known for the cave at Cave 

Bay on the Islands east coast.  

It appears traditional fire regimes have shaped the 

Islands vegetation with descriptions from the 

1830’s implying a very open habitat, likely due to 

frequent burning whereas, when leased in the 

1850’s the Island was scrubby following cessation of 

burning leading to heathlands being succeeded by 

scrub.  Recently, the southern part of the island 

was exposed to two extensive fires between 2011 

and 2015.  Heathlands and scrublands are the 

dominant plant communities, covering 75 precent 

of Hunter Island in roughly equal proportions 

(2,672 and 2,649 ha respectively). 

Hunter Island is listed as a Conservation area and 

the majority of the island, with the exception of the 

northern and southern tips of the island are 

currently under lease.  The current lessee runs 

cattle in the central part of the Island.  Nearby 

Penguin Islet and Stack Islands are listed as Nature 

Reserve and Game Reserve respectively.  The 

Hunter Group has also been identified as an 

internationally important bird area.
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Figure 1: Showing location of surveyed islands  
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Vegetation   
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By Felicity Hargraves 

INTRODUCTION 

This survey aims to provide a ground-truthed 

vegetation map of Stack Island and for southern 

Hunter Island, neither of which are accessible to 

the Tasmanian Vegetation Monitoring and Mapping 

Program without the help of Hamish Saunders 

Memorial Trust (HSMT) island survey program.  

The mapping will be used to update the TASVEG 

digital vegetation map of Tasmania.  Validation of 

the existence and extent of significant vegetation 

communities and integration of this information 

with TASVEG addresses the Department of 

Primary Industries Parks Water and Environment 

(DPIPWE) corporate planning priority to ‘Improve 

accuracy and accessibility of land information 

datasets’ and supports the Nature Conservation 

Act 2002 

 

 

 

 

METHODS 

This study is based on visits to southern Hunter 

Island and Stack Island between 9th and 12th of 

January 2017.  The  triangular study area on 

southern Hunter Island extends from Ainslie Beach 

on the east coast to Weber Point (see Plate 1) in 

the south and across to Keafer Point on the west 

coast.  The entirety of Stack Island was surveyed 

on 10th of January 2017.  A draft TASVEG 

vegetation map was prepared using the available 

orthorectified aerial imagery.  The draft map was 

used to direct and prioritize the ground validation 

of vegetation communities on the islands.  A GPS 

tracking GIS tablet displaying aerial imagery and 

TASVEG community boundaries was used to 

undertake real-time boundary mapping of 

vegetation communities.  The dominant canopy 

species (of all structural layers) were recorded for 

each community.  Mapping boundaries and 

vegetation classifications were adjusted in the field 

according to current TASVEG vegetation 

community descriptions (Kitchener and Harris, 

2013).  A vascular plant species list was compiled 

for each community. 



 

South Hunter and Stack Island • Natural and Cultural Survey • 2017 

20 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Plate 1. Ross Monash heading into Acacia 

longifolia coastal scrub (SAL) at Weber 

Point, Hunter Island. (Photo: F. Hargraves) 
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RESULTS 

Southern Hunter Island was surveyed on the 9th, 11th and 12th of January 2017 and the vegetation mapped into 

fourteen TASVEG mapping units as shown in map 1: 

Melaleuca ericifolia swamp forest NME Coastal scrub SSC 

Lacustrine herbland AHL Wetland (undifferentiated) AWU 

Coastal grass and herbfield GHC Rookery halophytic herbland SRH 

Coastal heathland SCH Melaleuca squarrosa scrub SMR 

Western wet scrub SWW Acacia longifolia coastal scrub SAL 

Wet heathland SHW Eucalyptus viminalis forest and woodland DVC 

Eucalyptus nitida dry forest and woodland  DNI Leptospermum forest NLE 

 

The previously unmapped vegetation of Stack Island was surveyed on 10th January 2017 and the vegetation 

mapped into four different TASVEG mapping units: 

Melaleuca ericifolia swamp forest  NME Coastal grassland  GHC 

Acacia longifolia coastal scrub  SAL Coastal scrub  SSC 

 

The vegetation includes three communities listed as Threatened Native Vegetation Communities (TNVC) on 

Schedule 3A Nature Conservation Act 2002: 

30 Melaleuca ericifolia swamp forest 

35 Seabird rookery complex 

39 Wetlands 

 

The vegetation includes two communities listed as Threatened Native Vegetation Communities (TNVC) on 

Schedule 3A Nature Conservation Act 2002: 

30 Melaleuca ericifolia swamp forest 

35 Seabird rookery complex* 

*Includes areas of SAL and GHC used by nesting or foraging seabird 
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Map 1.  TASVEG vegetation communities map of south Hunter Island and Stack Island 2017. 
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Composition of vegetation communities 

and associated TASVEG mapping units 

on southern Hunter Island. 

 

A sample vascular plant species list for southern 

Hunter Island and Stack island is located in 

Appendix one. It contains 92 taxa of which two 

records have extended the known ranges for 

Sarcocornia blackiana (an uncommon species) and 

for Pimelea humilis and 4 are introduced species. 

 

ACACIA LONGIFOLIA COASTAL SCRUB 

(SAL)  

At Weber Point (310251E  5502551N)  sand dunes 

extend over 300 m inland and are entirely covered 

in shearwater (Ardenna tenuirostris) burrows.  These 

dunes are vegetated by Acacia longifolia coastal 

scrub (SAL) as shown in plate 3.  Here the scrub 

reaches 2-5 m in height and consists of 

Leptospermum laevigatum, Myoporum insulare, Acacia 

longifolia var. sophorae, Bursaria spinosa, Melaleuca 

ericifolia and Banksia marginata.  Common 

understorey vegetation includes Olearia ramulosa, 

Leucopogon australis, Alyxia buxifolia, Leptospermum 

scoparium and Pteridium esculentum.  The ground 

cover is typical of seabird rookery vegetation, 

consisting of extensive mats of Tetragonia 

tetragonioides, Carpobrotus rossii, Rhagodia 

candolleana, Acaena nova-zealandiae and the vine 

Muehlenbeckia adpressa. 

Plate 2 displays a vegetation pattern typical of the 

eastern coast of Hunter Island.  Nearest the ocean, 

Coastal scrub (SSC) is located on the barrier dune.  

A wetland (AWU) occurs in the dune swale with 

Melaleuca squarrosa swamp (SMR) also within the 

poorly drained swale and Coastal heathland (SCH) 

on the higher and better drained sand plains. 

Plate 2. Hunter Island looking towards Stack Island, with 

several vegetation communities delineated in the 

foreground (SCH, SMR, AWU and SSC). (Photo: F. 

Hargraves) 
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Plate 3. Coastal Scrub (SSC) 

Hunter Island. (Photo: F. 

Hargraves) 

 

 

 

COASTAL HEATHLAND (SCH) 

Heathlands are the most extensive vegetation 

community on Hunter Island and they are 

maintained by fire on shallow well drained sandy 

loams over Quartzite basement and on localized 

accumulations of sand (Harris et al. 2001).  

Heathland on the south coast of Hunter Island is 

open and shrubby.  Scattered Banksia marginata to 

1.5 m occurs over a dense heathland typically 

including Acacia verticillata, Allocasuarina monilifera, 

Melaleuca squarrosa, Leptospermum scoparium, 

Monotoca elliptica, Amperea xiphoclada, Aotus 

ericoides, Olearia ramulosa, Muehlenbeckia adpressa, 

Pteridium esculentum and Dianella australis.  Several 

ground cover herbs are usually present and include 

Carpobrotus rossii, Pelargonium australe, Apalochlamys 

spectabilis, Chrysocephalum semipapposum and Urtica 

incisa.On the east coast of Hunter Island near 

Renard Point (311142E  5504276N) the heathland 

is short (0.3 m to 1 m) and diverse, and includes 

the species Leptospermum glaucescens, Leptecophylla 

juniperina, Boronia anemonifolia, Monotoca elliptica, 

Olearia ramulosa, Aotus ericoides, Lepidosperma 

gladiatum, Acacia suaveolens, Pimelea humilis and 

Leucopogon australis.  The shorter more recently 

burnt heaths also contain Lepidosperma concavum, 

Platylobium obtusangulum, Gompholobium huegelii, 

Epacris impressa and Leucopogon ericoides.  

Large areas of dead shrubs were observed along 

the south-west coast of Hunter Island (310143E  

5502711N to 313398E  5502838N).  Here, there is 

some evidence of fire but in other areas it is 

suspected that these shrubs may have been 

impacted by drought.   A similar phenomenon was 

reported by Harris et al. (2001), who suggested 

that drought mortality was the cause and that 

“periods of low rainfall are more likely to be lethal 

to plants in a place like Hunter Island where strong 

and persistent maritime winds dump high salt 

loads”. 
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COASTAL SCRUB (SSC)  

A narrow band of thick coastal scrub intermittently 

fringes the coastline of south-west Hunter Island to 

3-4 m inland.  Common shrubs include Leucopogon 

parviflorus, Myoporum insulare, Melaleuca ericifolia, 

Monotoca elliptica, Correa backhouseana, 

Leptospermum glaucescens, Leptospermum laevigatum 

and Leptecophylla juniperina. 

WET HEATHLAND (SHW)  

Wet heathland located inland of Ainslie Beach 

grows to a height of 0.5 m.  SHW commonly 

includes Epacris impressa, Sprengelia incarnata, 

Melaleuca squarrosa, Leptospermum scoparium, 

Banksia marginata and Dillwynia glaberrima.  

Smaller plants of Hibbertia procumbens, Patersonia 

fragilis, Xyris marginata and Empodisma minus are 

also found see plate 4. 

COASTAL GRASS AND HERBLAND (GHC) 

Coastal grasslands on south-eastern Hunter Island 

are restricted to within 2 -5 m above the high tide 

line and are commonly infested with the invasive 

introduced species, Euphorbia paralias.  

Occasionally the coastal grassland has been entirely 

replaced by the introduced Ammophila arenaria.  

Where coastal grassland is relatively undisturbed, 

the dominant native species are Austrostipa 

stipoides or Spinifex sericeus or Poa poiformis with 

Distichlis distichophylla.  Rush or herb species may 

occur between native tussock grasses.  These 

include Lepidosperma gladiatum, Juncus kraussii, 

Leucophyta brownii, Carpobrotus rossii, 

Brachyscome parvula var. parvula, Ficinia nodosa, 

Pelargonium australe, Swainsona lessertiifolia, 

Acaena novae-zealandiae and the introduced 

species Centaurium erythraea.  Other salt tolerant 

plants that are sometimes present within the 

grassland include Dianella tasmanica, Leucophyta 

brownie and Alyxia buxifolia. 

 

Plate 4. Wet Heathland (SHW) (Photo: Elise Delwar) 
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EUCALYPTUS WOODLAND 

Two forest communities were found in south-

eastern Hunter Island; Eucalyptus viminalis coastal 

forest and woodland (DVC) and Eucalyptus nitida 

dry forest (DNI).  Eucalyptus viminalis-dominated 

woodland is common along the sides and base of 

the south-eastern escarpment (see plate 5).  

Inland of Renade Point DVC (311251E 5504406N) 

DVC reaches 8 m in height with a canopy cover of 

30%.  The heathy understorey is open and diverse 

containing Pultenaea dentata, P. daphnoides, Banksia 

marginata, Leptospermum glaucescens, L. scoparium, 

Leptecophylla juniperina, Boronia anemonifolia, Poa 

poiformis, Acacia longifolia, A. mucronata, A. verticillata, 

Allocasuarina monilifera, Pimelea humilis, Epacris 

impressa, Pteridium esculentum, Dianella Tasmania 

and Correa alba.Eucalyptus nitida forest (DNI) is 

found just north of Weber Point behind the dunes 

of the eastern coastline.  DNI reaches 6 m in height 

and has a canopy cover of 30% and an open heathy 

understorey 

Plate 5. Eucalyptus viminalis woodland (DVC) on rocky 

escarpment. (Photo: Felicity Hargraves) 

 

MELALEUCA ERICIFOLIA SWAMP FOREST 

(NME) 

Several small lagoons were found at the base of the 

rock escarpment and behind the primary coastal 

dunes near Renard Point, Hunter Island.  Small 

communities of Melaleuca ericifolia swamp forest 

(NME) to 1.5 m high surround these lagoons.  The 

dense canopy creates a sparse understorey which is 

mainly limited to Gahnia grandis and Restio 

tetraphyllus.  

WETLANDS 

Several small wetlands are found along the coast 

behind barrier dunes and at the base of the 

escarpment of Weber Point, Hunter Island.  They 

are surrounded by swamp forest and are dark tan 

in colour.  They support small communities of 

freshwater rushland, commonly of the species 

Restio tetraphyllus.  These wetlands, unmappable as 

differentiated communities within the scope of the 

survey due to their very small size and contiguity, 

are mapped as wetland (undifferentiated) (AWU).  
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HALOPHYTIC HERBLAND (SRH) 

Halophytic herbland is a community adapted to the 

bioturbaceaous and high nutrient impact of seabird 

rookeries.  The dominant cover is Tetragonia 

implexicoma which forms large ground-cover mats.  

Smaller mats of Carpobrotus rossii and low shrubs of 

Rhagodia candolleana are common. 

WEED INFESTATION (FWU) 

The nationally significant weeds Euphorbia paralias 

(sea spurge) and Ammophila arenaria (marram grass) 

are a serious threat to coastal grassland.  Both 

Stack and Hunter Islands have their coastal 

vegetation infested by sea spurge or infested and/or 

replaced by marram grass.  Few other weeds were 

found on these islands with the exception of the 

introduced species Melilotus indicus (sweet melilot), 

Geranium solanderi, Trifolium sp. (clover) and Linaria 

vulgaris (common toadflax) which were collected 

near the residence on north-western Hunter Island. 

Large patches of the introduced Carduus 

pycnocephalus (slender thistle) are found on Stack 

Island. 

Threatened Native Vegetation 

Communities (Schedule 3A Nature 

Conservation Act 2002) 

TNVC 35. SEABIRD ROOKERY COMPLEX. 

Where coastal vegetation is inhabited (for some 

part of the year) by nesting or foraging shearwaters 

it meets the definition of the threatened 

community Seabird rookery complex. 

The southern sandy end of Hunter Island is used by 

shearwaters as a rookery.  On this part of Hunter 

Island the rookery complex includes all of the 

vegetation mapped as Acacia longifolia coastal scrub 

(TASVEG SAL) and Halophytic herbland (TASVEG 

SRH). 

TNVC 39. WELTANDS. 

Several small lagoons mapped as wetland 

(undifferentiated) may be included as the TNVC 39. 

Wetlands.  

TNVC 30. MELALEUCA ERICIFOLIA SWAMP 

FOREST  

As described above.  

Composition of vegetation communities 

and associated TASVEG mapping units 

on Stack Island     

ACACIA LONGIFOLIA COASTAL SCRUB 

(SAL)  

The Acacia longifolia coastal scrub community on 

Stack Island has an open canopy of Acacia longifolia, 

Leptospermum laevigatum, Correa backhouseana, 

Myoporum insulare and Leucopogon parviflora to 2 m 

high.  The understory is dominated by Poa poiformis 

tussocks, Juncus kraussii, Ficinia nodosa, Tetragonia 

tetragonioides, Pelargonium australe and Carpobrotus 

rossii.
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Plate 6. Stack Island 

Melaleuca ericifolia swamp 

forest showing dieback of Poa 

tussocks, Rhagodia, Urtica 

and thistles in foreground. 

(Photo: Felicity Hargraves). 
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MELALEUCA ERICIFOLIA SWAMP FOREST 

(NME) 

Melaleuca ericifolia swamp forest has a closed 

canopy to 4 m high and occurs at several points at 

the base of the 39 m high rock of Stack Island as 

shown in plate 6.  It has little to no understorey, 

but Carex appressa is present at some sites. 

COASTAL SCRUB (SSC) 

SSC covers northern rocky parts of Stack Island.  

Here the coastal scrub reaches up to 3 m in height.  

Species include Leptospermum laevigatum, L. 

scoparium, L. glaucescens and Banksia marginata.  

Small shrubs include Pimelea humilis, Correa alba, 

Leucopogon parviflora, Leptecophylla juniperina, 

Monotoca glauca and Myoporum insulare.  A sparse 

understorey of herbs and ferns is present and 

includes Atriplex cinerea, Leucophyta brownii, Solanum 

laciniatum, Pultenaea daphnoides and Pteridium 

esculentum.  The ferns Microsorum pustulatum and 

Asplenium obtusatum subsp. northlandicum are found 

on moist rock shelves.  

COASTAL GRASSLAND (GCH)  

The coastal grassland of Stack Island is found with 

1-3 m of the high tide mark.  It is diverse and 

includes areas of Spinifex sericea, Austrostipa sp., 

Atriplex cinerea, Poa poiformis and Austrofestuca 

littoralis with infestations of the exotic species 

Euphorbia paralias and Ammophila arenaria.  The 

coastal grassland also contains shrubs and herbs, 

including Leucophyta brownii, Tetragonia 

tetragonioides, Ficinia nodosa, Malva sylvestris, Suaeda 

australis, Sarcocornia blackiana, Cakile edentula and 

Apium insulare.  Further inland Dianella tasmanica, 

Urtica incisa, Apalochlamys spectabilis and the 

introduced tall thistle Carduus pycnocephalus occur. 

Threatened Native Vegetation Communities 

(Schedule 3A Nature Conservation Act 2002). 

TNVC 35. SEABIRD ROOKERY COMPLEX. 

The southern sandy end of Stack Island is used by 

shearwaters as a rookery.  Where coastal 

vegetation is inhabited (for some part of the year) 

by nesting or foraging shearwaters it meets the 

definition of the threatened community Seabird 

rookery complex.  On Stack Island the rookery 

complex includes all of the vegetation mapped as 

Acacia longifolia coastal scrub (TASVEG SAL) and all 

of Coastal grassland (TASVEG GCH).  These are 

described above. 

TNVC 30. MELALEUCA ERICIFOLIA SWAMP 

FOREST. 

As described above. 
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DISCUSSION 

The TASVEG mapping of Stack Island and southern 

Hunter Island has been considerably updated.  

Previous to this survey Stack Island was unmapped 

and southern Hunter Island was mapped in much 

less detail and without field survey.  The southern 

Hunter Island survey has identified nine additional 

TASVEG communities in comparison with the 

original mapping.  Three threatened native 

vegetation communities (TNVC), previously 

unknown on these islands, were identified.  These 

are TNVC 39. Weltands, TNVC 35. Seabird 

rookery complex and TNVC 30. Melaleuca ericifolia 

swamp forest.  

The current TNVC 2014 mapping of threatened 

communities will be updated on the next release of 

the digital map, which is available on the DPIPWE 

website. 
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APPENDIX ONE. SOUTHERN HUNTER AND STACK ISLAND VASCULAR PLANT SPECIES LIST 

DICOTYLEDONAE 

Family   

Species name Common name 

AIZOACEAE Carpobrotus rossii native pigface 

APIACEAE Apium insulare island sea-celery 

APOCYNACEAE Alyxia buxifolia seabox 

ASPLENIACEAE Asplenium obtusatum 

subsp. northlandicum 

shore spleenwort 

ASTERACEAE Apalochlamys spectabilis native tobacco 

 Brachyscome parvula var. 

parvula 

coast daisy 

 Carduus pycnocephalus* slender thistle 

 Chrysocephalum 

semipapposum 

clustered everlasting 

daisy 

 Leucophyta brownii cushionbush 

 Olearia ramulosa twiggy daisybush 

 Ozothamnus scutellifolius buttonleaf 

everlastingbush 

 Senecio biserratus jagged fireweed 

BRASSICACEAE Cakile edentula* american searocket 

CAPRIFOLIACEAE Sambucus 

gaudichaudiana 

white elderberry 

CASUARINACEAE Allocasuarina monilifera necklace sheoak 

CHENOPODIACEAE Atriplex cinerea grey saltbush 

 Rhagodia candolleana 

subsp. candolleana 

coastal saltbush 

 Sarcocornia blackiana thickhead glasswort 

DILLENIACEAE Hibbertia procumbens spreading guineaflower 

EPACRIDACEAE Epacris impressa common heath 

   

Leptecophylla juniperina 

subsp. juniperina 

coast beardheath 

 Leucopogon australis spike beardheath 
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DICOTYLEDONAE 

Family   

Species name Common name 

 Leucopogon ericoides pink beardheath 

 Leucopogon collinus white beardheath 

 Leucopogon parviflorus common pinkberry 

 Monotoca elliptica tree broomheath 

 Monotoca glauca goldey wood 

 Sprengelia incarnata pink swampheath 

EUPHORBIACEAE Amperea xiphoclada var. 

xiphoclada 

broom spurge 

FABACEAE   

 Aotus ericoides golden pea 

 Dillwynia glaberrima smooth parrot pea 

 Gompholobium huegelii common wedgepea 

  Pultenaea daphnoides heartleaf bushpea 

 Pultenaea juniperina prickly beauty 

 Melilotus indicus * sweet meliot 

 Platylobium 

obtusangulum 

common flatpea 

 Pultenaea daphnoides heartleaf bushpea 

 swainsona lessertiifolia coast poisonpea 

GERANIACEAE Geranium solanderi    

southern cranesbill 

 Pelargonium australe southern storksbill 

MALVACEAE Malva sylvestris tall mallow 

MIMOSACEAE Acacia longifolia var. 

sophorae 

coast wattle 

 Acacia suaveolens sweet wattle 

 Acacia verticillata prickly moses 

MYOPORACEAE Myoporum insulare common boobialla 

MYRTACEAE Eucalyptus amygdalina black peppermint 

 Eucalyptus viminalis white gum 
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DICOTYLEDONAE 

Family   

Species name Common name 

 Leptospermum 

glaucescens 

smoky teatree 

 Leptospermum laevigatum coast teatree 

 Leptospermum scoparium common teatree 

 Melaleuca ericifolia coast paperbark 

 Melaleuca squarrosa scented paperbark 

POLYGONACEAE Muehlenbeckia adpressa climbing lignum 

PROTEACEAE Banksia marginata silver banksia 

RANUNCULACEAE Ranunculus sp. buttercup 

ROSACEAE Acaena novae-zelandiae common buzzy 

RUTACEAE Correa alba white correa 

 Correa backhouseana 

var. backhouseana 

velvet correa 

 Boronia anemonifolia 

subsp. variabilis 

stinky boronia 

SCROPHULARIACEAE Linaria vulgaris* common toadflax 

SOLANACEAE    

Solanum laciniatum 

kangaroo apple 

THYMELAEACEAE Pimelea humilis dwarf riceflower 

 Pimelea linifolia slender riceflower 

URTICACEAE Urtica incisa scrub nettle 

   

MONOCOTYLEDONAE 

Family  

Species name Common name 

CYPERACEAE   

 Baumea juncea bare twigsedge 

 Carex pumila strand sedge 

 Carex appressa tall sedge 

 Caustis flexuosa curly wig 

 Ficinia nodosa knobby clubsedge 

 Lepidosperma concavum sand swordsedge 

 Lepidosperma gladiatum coast swordsedge 
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DICOTYLEDONAE 

Family   

Species name Common name 

 Lepidosperma laterale variable swordsedge 

DENNSTAEDTIACEAE Pteridium esculentum 

subsp. esculentum 

bracken 

JUNCACEAE Juncus kraussii subsp. 

australiensis 

sea rush 

LILIACEAE Dianella tasmanica forest flaxlily 

POACEAE Ammophila arenaria 

subsp. arenaria 

marram grass 

 Austrodanthonia sp. wallabygrass 

 Austrofestuca littoralis coast fescue 

 Austrostipa stipoides coast speargrass 

 Distichlis distichophylla australian saltgrass 

 Poa labillardierei tussockgrass 

 Poa poiformis var. 

poiformis 

coastal tussockgrass 

 Spinifex sericeus beach spinifex 

POLYPODIACEAE Microsorum pustulatum kangaroo fern 

RESTIONACEAE Leptocarpus tenax slender twinerush 

 Restio tetraphyllum tassel cordrush 

 Empodisma minus spreading roperush 

DENNSTAEDTIACEAE Pteridium esculentum 

subsp. esculentum 

bracken 

IRIDACEAE Patersonia fragilis short purpleflag 

JUNCACEAE Juncus kraussii subsp. 

australiensis 

sea rush 

LILIACEAE Dianella tasmanica forest flaxlily 

XYRIDACEAE Xyris marginata alpine yelloweye 

*= introduced in Tasmania 

  



 

South Hunter and Stack Island • Natural and Cultural Survey •2017 

35 

Vertebrate Fauna  
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By Sue Robinson and Elise Dewar 

INTRODUCTION 

Hunter Island hosts valuable heathland and coastal 

vegetation communities that accommodate a 

variety of wildlife including numerous endangered 

sea birds and rare small mammals.  Previous 

surveys to the island have recorded over 100 bird 

species, 7 mammal and 8 reptile species (DPIPWE 

2004; Bryant & Holdsworth 1992; DPIPWE 2017; 

Skira 2001; Bowdler 1974). 

Threats to the natural values including native fauna 

populations on this island include altered fire 

regimes, farming leases (cattle grazing) as well as 

biosecurity issues including introduced animals and 

pathogens (DPIPWE 2004).  Of particular interest 

on this expedition was searching for signs of 

introduced animals such as rodents (black rat 

Rattus rattus, brown rat R. norvegicus and house 

mouse Mus musculus) and European rabbit 

(Oryctolagus cuniculus) which have not been 

recorded on the island previously, as well as feral 

cats which have been recorded on several  

occasions (DPIPWE 2004; Skira 2001).  Cats and 

introduced rodents have been shown to prey on 

and compete with native fauna on other Tasmanian 

islands (Campbell et al., 2011; Robinson et al., 

2015) and if present, would likely prey on short-

tailed shearwaters (Ardenna tenuirostris), little 

penguins (Eudyptula minor), small native mammals 

and other vulnerable fauna that exist on Hunter 

Island.  

With the absence of many introduced species, 

Hunter Island provides an opportunity for the 

study of native populations free from predation and 

competition with introduced animals as well as 

innovative techniques for eradicating cats.  

Monitoring for introduced species and preventing 

their establishment is an important component of 

protecting the natural values of the island. 

The vertebrate surveys conducted on Hunter 

Island aimed to determine the presence of a variety 

of taxa; predominantly native small to medium 

sized mammals and birds historically recorded on 

the island and to assess the presence and extent of 

introduced rodents and cats in the southern 

portion of the island to make recommendations for 

potential future management options. 

 

METHODS Monitoring equipment including traps, trail 

cameras, wax tags and song meters were deployed 
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on Hunter Island from the 9th to 12th January. The 

only way to distribute equipment on the island was 

by foot and given the density of vegetation, it was 

difficult to move equipment far inland.  As such, 

most equipment was deployed close to the coast 

within scrub, heathland and coastal complexes 

(Figure 1, pg. 41).  In addition, Stack Island and 

Penguin Islet were accessed by boat and explored 

by foot for several hours to record any sign of 

vertebrates (animal sightings, scats and tracks).  

Two motion sensing cameras were deployed on 

Stack Island for two nights(four trap nights). 

 

 

Plate 1: Juvenile skink identified as N. metallicus found 

on Stack Island, 11 January 2017, is the first recorded 

reptile for this island. Photo: Elise Dewar 

LIVE TRAPPING 

Twelve box traps (11x11x33cm, Elliott Scientific), 4 

small (20 x 20 x 56 cm) and 4 large (30 x 30 x 70 

cm) cage traps (Mascot Wireworks) were set on 

Monday 9th and collected on Thursday 12th January 

(60 trap nights combined).  The traps were 

positioned 70 to 90 meters apart on the southern 

tip of the island (Figure 1).  This transect was 

within a 450m radius of the birders cabin 

(predominantly shearwater colony) as the area was 

accessible enough to allow regular checking of the 

traps.  It is also a likely place for introduced 

rodents to reside on the island if present.  All traps 

were secured in sheltered, shaded areas and 

checked twice daily (morning and afternoon).  

Elliott and mascot cage traps were baited with balls 

of peanut butter, oats and sardines to lure rodents 

and other small mammals.  The larger cage traps 

were baited with cooked chicken to lure cats
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CAMERA TRAPPING 

A total of eight motion sensing cameras (Reconyx® 

Hyperfire) were deployed in the south and east of 

Hunter island during four days between the 9th and 

12th of January.  Three cameras were set for three 

nights within the trapping area on the southern tip 

of Hunter Island, including inside a shed where 

potential evidence of a rodent was found (scats and 

bedding material).  The other five cameras were set 

for two nights approximately 600-800m apart along 

the east coast within coastal scrub and adjacent 

heathland (Figure 1).  All cameras were fastened 

to trees or logs 0.5-1 meter above ground and 

were set to take a series of three rapid photos 

when motion was detected.  Fish oil and peanut 

butter were used as a lure 1-2 meters in front of 

each camera. 

A further two cameras were set on Stack Island for 

one night on the west coast of the island, and one 

night on the east coast using the same camera 

settings and lures as those on Hunter Island.Peanut 

butter flavoured wax tags (WaxTag®, Pest Control 

Research Ltd.) were secured with cable ties near 

six of the camera sites to detect rodents via chew 

marks.  An additional two wax tags were set on 

Stack Island for two nights. 

.

BIRD MONITORING 

Incidental and systematic bird surveys were 

undertaken throughout the south, east coast and 

central areas of Hunter Island, Stack Island and 

Penguin Islet whereby all species seen or heard 

within (or flying over) the search area during a 20 

minute period were recorded (Birdlife Australia 

2017).  Hooded plover counts were undertaken on 

the east coast of Hunter Island by walking slowly 

along several beaches and rocky coastlines; actively 

searching for birds and nests above the high tide 

mark, recording their location with a GPS. 

In addition to bird surveys, a song meter (Wildlife 

Acoustics® model SM2+) was deployed from the 

10th – 12th January at two different coastal and 

heathland sites on Hunter Island (Figure 1).  The 

song meter was programmed to record for three 

hours at dawn, three hours at dusk and two hours 

at 1pm daily.  Audio data was reviewed in a 

spectrogram after the trip using audio analysis 

software (SongScope®) to search specifically for 

ground parrot (Pezoporus wallicus) calls.  
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Plate 2: Little penguins (left), a Purple swamphen (centre) and water rat (right) recorded by remote sensing cameras stationed 

at Stack Island, 10-11 January 2017. 

 

SPOTLIGHTING AND BAT SURVEYS 

Spotlight surveys were undertaken twice in coastal 

areas of the southern end of Hunter Island, any 

animals seen were recorded.  A bat detector 

(AnaBat®) was used during spotlight surveys to 

record the presence of bats, and was also set to 

record remotely for two nights on south Hunter 

Island. 

OTHER FAUNA AND SIGN OBSERVATIONS 

All survey personnel were asked to record any 

observations of fauna and/or their signs (i.e. scats 

and tracks) during their survey work on Hunter 

and other surrounding islands visited during the 

trip. 

SUMMARY OF SURVEY EFFORT: 

• 12 Elliot traps over 3 nights on Hunter Island; 

• 4 mascot cage traps for 3 nights on Hunter  

Island; 

• 4 larger cage traps for 3 nights on Hunter 

Island; 

• 8 motion sensor cameras for 2 to 3 nights on 

Hunter Island; 

• 2 motion sensor cameras for 2 nights on Stack 

Island; 

• 8 wax tags on Hunter Island and 2 wax tags on 

Stack Island for 3 nights; 

• 1 song meter for 3 nights on Hunter Island;  

• 1 Anabat recorder for 3 nights on Hunter 

Island; 

• Spotlighting on 2 nights on Hunter Island; 

• Active bird surveys on Hunter and Stack Islands 

throughout the trip; 

• Hooded plover count along east coast of 

Hunter Island; 

• Opportunistic observation of animals and their 

sign on Hunter and Stack Islands and Penguin 

Isle 
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Figure 1: Location of monitoring sites and methods within different vegetation types (TASVEG descriptions; Kitchener and 

Harris, 2013) on south Hunter Island and Stack Island, Tasmania, January 2017.  Inset map of Hunter Island, Stack Island 

and Penguin Islet with survey locations indicated by red circle 
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RESULTS 

A total of 53 species were recorded on Hunter 

Island: three mammals, 45 birds, three reptiles and 

three amphibians, none of these were new records 

for the island.  Ten species were recorded on Stack 

Island: two mammals, seven birds, and one reptile 

which, is the first and only record of a reptile from 

Stack Island.  Ten bird species were recorded on 

Penguin Islet. Table 1 lists all the vertebrate species 

recorded on the three islands during the survey 

period. 

Plate 3: Pademelon tracks (left) water rat tracks (right) in 

sand on southern Hunter Island, 9-12 January 2017. 

Photos: Sue Robinson and Elise Dewar 

MAMMALS 

No mammals were trapped in any of the traps over 

the three nights.  The only animal trapped was an 

eastern banjo frog (Limnodynastes dumerili) - found 

in an Elliot trap close to the coast on one occasion.  

Old nesting material and animal scats were found in 

a shed adjacent to the birders cabin.  Traps, wax 

blocks and a camera were set in the shed for two 

nights but no evidence of the residing animal was 

recorded.  The scats were collected and identified 

as likely to be from either a rodent or pygmy 

possum based on appearance and content 

Two of the remote sensing cameras on Hunter 

Island recorded no fauna (cameras 7 and 8).  The 

only mammal captured on the remaining six 

cameras was the Tasmanian pademelon (Thylogale 

billardierii) which has been recorded as wide spread 

on the island in previous surveys (Skira 2001).  

Pademelon tracks were also observed frequently 

along the coast throughout the trip (Plate 3).  

Three bird species were also recorded on the 

cameras (refer to section below).Water rat 

(Hydromys chrysogaster) and common ringtail 

possum (Pseudocheirus peregrinus) were observed 

during night spotlighting surveys on Hunter Island. 

None of the wax tags had chew marks when 

retrieved. 
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BIRDS 

Forty-five species were recorded in the bird count 

surveys undertaken on Hunter Island (see Table 

1).  The remote sensing cameras recorded little 

penguin (Eudyptula minor), short-tailed shearwater 

(Ardenna tenuirostris) and forest raven (Corvus 

tasmanicus) on Hunter Island – also detected in the 

bird count surveys.  A dead shearwater (A. 

tenuirostris) (cause unknown) found on the southern 

coast of Hunter Island was dissected to examine 

stomach contents (Plate 4); two squid beaks and a 

small piece of hard plastic were found within the 

stomach.  Hooded plover counts along four of the 

eastern beaches of Hunter Island recorded eight 

groups with predominantly two, but between one 

and four individuals in each group (total birds 

observed: 17; average birds per group: 2.15).  A 

hooded plover nest with two eggs was also 

observed (Plate 7), no chicks were seen.  

OTHER FAUNA 

The bat recording unit did not detect any bat calls 

whilst deployed during night spotlighting surveys.  

Spotlighting surveys along the coast revealed 

intertidal crabs (Paragrapsus quadridentatus and 

Cyclograpsus granulosus).Three frog species were 

either sighted or heard on the island: common 

froglet (Crinea signifera), Eastern banjo frog 

(Limnodynastes dumerili) and brown tree frog 

(Litoria ewingi) (Plate 7 pg 45); all previously 

recorded on Hunter Island (Skira 2001). Reptiles 

recorded during field work on Hunter Island 

include blotched blue tongued lizard (Tiliqua 

nigrolutea) (Plate 6 pg 45), white lipped snake 

(Drysdalia coronoides) and three-lined skink 

(Bassiana duperreyi), all previously recorded on 

Hunter Island (Skira 2001). Evidence of cows 

including tracks and dung was observed across the 

island in almost all locations accessed. 

 

 

 

 

Plate 4: Dissecting a short-tailed shearwater found 

dead (cause unknown) on south Hunter Island, 11 

January 2017. Photo: Sue Robinson. 
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Plate 5: Volunteers James 

Ranstead and Kirsty Myron 

examining storm petrel chicks on 

Penguin Islet, 10 January 2017, 

estimated to be two to three 

weeks of age. Images: Enya 

Hermsen. 

 

 

  



 

 

South Hunter and Stack Island • Natural and Cultural Survey •2017 

44 44 

 

INVERTEBRATES 

Insects recorded on Hunter Island during the 

expedition included wolf spiders (Family Lycosidae), 

blue ant (wingless female wasps) (Diamma bicolor) 

and introduced dung beetle (Geotrupes spiniger).  

Ants were found to be swarming in very high 

density in recently burned coastal scrub in the 

south of the island near a waterhole.  Samples of 

the ants were collected and later identified as a 

native ant of the genus Iridomyrmex, possibly species 

darwinianus, by DPIPWE entomologist Jamie Davies.  

These are all new records for the island. 

Small burrows within mud were also observed 

during exploration of the central section of Hunter 

Island nearby paddocks adjacent to the homestead.  

These are likely to be from freshwater crayfish 

species Engaeus fossor or E lengana; both recorded 

on Hunter Island (DPIPWE 2017) and widespread 

in Tasmania, predominantly in the north and west 

(Richardson et al. 2004).

Plate 6: Blotched blue tongued lizard found on Hunter 

Island, 11 January 2017. Photo: Enya Hermsen. 

 

Plate 7: Brown tree frog photographed on Hunter Island, 

10 January 2017, showing flecks of green often observed 

in individuals of Victorian and South Australian populations 

(ARC 2017). Photo: Sue Robinson. 
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STACK ISLAND 

Stack Island, situated just 1 km from the south east 

corner of Hunter Island, is an island game reserve 

of about 23 ha in size. Rabbit scats and a  

rabbit lower jawbone were recorded at the north 

of the island below the prominent large rock stack 

(Plate 8).  A little penguin chick (E minor) was 

recorded in a burrow at the apex of the island 

(54m above sea level) and several on eastern slopes 

in thick vegetation.  These species had been 

recorded on Stack Island previously.  A small skink 

was found (Plate 1, pg 38 ), later identified as a 

juvenile metallic skink (Niveoscincus mettalicus) with 

95% confidence by Eric Wapstra from the 

University of Tasmania.  This provides the first 

record of a reptile on Stack Island.  Remote sensing 

camera footage revealed water rat (H. chrysogaster) 

(Plate 2. pg. 40); a new record for Stack Island but 

has been recorded previously on Hunter Island.  

Camera images also captured little penguin (E. 

minor) (Plate 2), short tailed shearwater (A. 

tenuirostris) which had been recorded on Stack 

Island before, and a Purple swamphen (Porphyrio 

melanotus) which is a new record for Stack Island 

but has been recorded on Hunter Island before.  

Other bird observations from Stack Island included 

sooty oyster catcher (Haematopus fuliginosus) 

(recorded previously), black currawong (Strepera 

fuliginosa), kelp gull (Larus dominicanus) and pacific 

gull (L. pacificus) (new records for Stack Island but 

previously recorded on Hunter Island).  

    

    

Plate 8: Rabbit jaw bone (left) and scats (right) found on Stack Island, 10 January 2017. Photo: Sue Robinson. 
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PENGUIN ISLET 

This long narrow islet is a Nature Reserve 3.7 km 

northeast of Stack Island.  Eleven species of seabird 

are recorded breeding there.  After a 

circumnavigation of the island by the team on the 

DPIPWE vessel Callosity, a landing party of Kirsty, 

James, Enya and Sue undertook a walk around the 

rocky coastline.  Bird species were recorded along 

the way and possible weed species noted.  

Australian pelicans have been recorded breeding on 

Penguin Islet, the only location in western Bass 

Strait where this occurs.  No pelicans were present 

on the island, though one flew past and alighted 

south of the islet during the visit. 

Through the centre of the narrow islet was a sandy 

‘blowout’ feature where a midden of shells and bird 

bones was recorded. 

Caspian terns at the southern tip were viewed with 

binoculars from behind a vegetated dune (Plate 9).  

A maximum of 18 adults were recorded with one 

fledgling, three chicks (runners), and one adult on 

an egg.  During the 1982 visit by Brothers (2001), 

one pair was recorded. 

Fairy prions were found breeding at the northern 

end of the island.  Burrows were found in 

vegetation (under a Poa tussock) and in rock 

crevices around the rocky knoll. One chick was 

examined and had lost about a third of its down 

feathers (Plate 10).  It would have been about four 

weeks of age.  

White-faced storm petrel burrows were counted 

in a 25 m2 plot: 19 burrows giving a density of 0.76 

burrows per m2.  Storm petrel burrows were 

recorded present south of the sandy ‘blowout’ 

over an estimated area of 4200 m2.  This gives a 

conservative estimate of 3000 burrows which is 

higher than the 1000 burrows estimated by 

Brothers et al. (2001) in December 1982.  The area 

estimated from Brothers’ map for the colony is 

approximately 1700 m2.  Chick age estimated to 

two to three weeks (Plate 10). Interestingly, the 

density estimate of white-faced storm petrel 

burrows suggests an increase in population since 

the 1980s.  The estimate may be complicated by 

the presence of diving petrels (estimated at 200 

burrows by Brothers in 1982) which are 

intermixed. 

Plate 9: Volunteers observing Caspian terns at the 

southern tip of Penguin Islet from behind a vegetated sand 

dune, 10 January 2017. Photo: Sue Robinson 
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Plate 10: A fairy prion chick 

examined by Enya Hermsen on 

Penguin Islet on 10 January 2017, 

had lost about one third of its down 

feathers and was estimated to be 

four weeks of age. Photo: Sue 

Robinson. 
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Table 1: Vertebrate fauna recorded on Hunter Island, Stack Island and Penguin Islet, January 2017 

Location Observations Species   

Hunter Island    

 Mammals (3) Tasmanian pademelon Thylogale billardierii 

    Water rat Hydromys chrysogaster 

    Ringtail possum Pseudocheirus peregrinus  

  Birds (45) Australasian gannet Morus serrator 

    Beautiful firetail Emblema bella 

    Black currawong Strepera fuliginosa 

    Black duck Anas superciliosa 

    Black swan Cygnus atratus 

    Black-faced cormorant Phalacrocorax fuscescens 

    Brown quail Coturnix ypsilophora 

    Brown thornbill Acanthiza pusilla 

    Cape Barren goose Cereopsis novaehollandiae 

    Caspian tern Sterna caspia 

    Common bronze-wing pigeon Phaps elegans 

    Common starling # Sturnus vulgaris 

    Crescent honeyeater Phylidonyris pyrrhoptera 

    Eurasian skylark # Alauda arvensis 

    European goldfinch # Carduelis carduelis 

    Forest raven Corvus tasmanicus 

    Golden whistler Pachycephala pectoralis 

    Grey fantail Rhipidura albiscapa 

    Hooded plover ^ Thinornis rubricollis 

    Little black cormorant Phalacrocorax sulcirostris 

    Little penguin Eudyptula minor 

    Little pied cormorant Microcarbo melanoleucos 

    Masked lapwing Vanellus miles 

    New Holland Honeyeater Phylidonyris novaehollandiae 
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    Olive whistler Pachycephala olivacea 

    Pacific gull Larus pacificus 

    Painted button-quail * Turnix varius 

    Pied oystercatcher Haematopus longirostris 

    Red-capped plover Charadrius ruficapillus 

    Richard's pipit Anthus novaeseelandiae 

    Ruddy turnstone Arenaria interpres 

    Short tailed shearwater Ardenna tenuirostris 

    Shy albatross ^ Thalassarche cauta 

    Silver gull Larus novaehollandiae 

    Sooty oystercatcher Haematopus fuliginosus 

    Southern boobook Ninox novaeseelandiae 

    Swamp harrier Circus approximans 

    Tasmanian scrubwren Sericornis humilis 

    Tasmanian thornbill Acanthiza ewingii 

    Tasmanian wedge-tailed eagle ^ Aquila audax subsp. fleayi 

    Welcome swallow Hirundo neoxena 

    White-bellied sea eagle ^ Haliaeetus leucogaster 

    White-faced heron Egretta novaehollandiae 

    White-fronted chat Ephthianura albifrons 

    Yellow-tailed black cockatoo Calyptorhynchus funereus 

  Reptiles (3) White-lipped snake Drysdalia coronoides 

    Blotched blue tongued lizard Tiliqua nigrolutea 

    Three-lined skink Bassiana duperreyi 

  Amphibians (3) Eastern banjo frog Limnodynastes dumerili 

    Common froglet Crinea signifera 

    Brown tree frog Litoria ewingi 

Stack Island Reptiles (1) Metallic skink  Niveoscincus meatllicus 

 Mammals (2) European rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus 

    Water rat * Hydromys chrysogaster 
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# introduced species, 

^ threatened, vulnerable or endangered species,  

* new record for the location 

 

  Birds (7) Purple swamphen * Porphyrio melanotus 

    Black currawong Strepera fuliginosa 

    Kelp gull Larus novaehollandiae 

    Little penguin Eudyptula minor 

    Pacific gull Larus pacificus 

    Short tailed shearwater Ardenna tenuirostris 

    Sooty oystercatcher Haematopus fuliginosus 

  Reptiles (1) Metallic skink * Niveoscincus mettalicus 

Penguin Islet    

 Birds (10) Australian pelican Pelecanus conspicillatus 

    Cape barren goose Cereopsis novaehollandiae 

    Caspian tern Sterna caspia 

    Crested tern Thalasseus bergii 

    Fairy prion ^ Pachyptila turtur  

    Pacific gull Larus pacificus 

    Sooty oyster catcher Haematopus fuliginosus 

    Common starling # Sturnus vulgaris 

    White faced storm petrel Pelagodroma marina 

    White-fronted chat Ephthianura albifrons 
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DISCUSSION 

Hunter Island is in close proximity to mainland 

Tasmania and other islands that hold populations of 

introduced rodents, cats and rabbits.  The current 

cattle grazing lease on the island facilitates the 

movement of lessee food supplies, farming 

equipment and stock between mainland Tasmania 

and Hunter Island which opens potential pathways 

for pest organisms to arrive.  Probably the higher 

risk activity is visitation by muttonbird harvesters, 

fishers and recreation parties.  Visitors in this 

group may not understand the necessity to check 

camping gear for rodents and seeds, nor the 

implications of pests and propagules arriving.  

Maintenance of strict biosecurity protocols and 

monitoring for signs of introduced species is 

important in protecting the natural values of 

Hunter Island. 

The last record of native rodents and small 

mammals including swamp rat (Rattus lutreolus) and 

dusky antechinus (Antechinus swainsonii) was in 1973 

(DPIPWE 2017).  Despite over 290 trap nights in a 

2001 survey of Hunter Island (Skira 2001) and the 

survey efforts of this current trip, no further 

evidence of these species has been recorded since.  

It is possible that the populations exist in low 

densities and with much available food source on 

the island, are difficult to trap within a confined 

area.  It is also possible that previously recorded 

populations have declined or disappeared entirely.  

Declines could be due to altered fire regimes 

influencing the vegetation communities in a way 

that no longer provides optimum habitat for these 

species and additional pressure from introduced 

cats.  Further investigation and monitoring over 

broader areas of the island for longer periods of 

time is required to confirm small mammal presence 

and distribution. 

Few records of feral cats exist from Hunter Island 

but neither our survey nor recent surveys on the 

island (post 2001) recorded sign of cats. Degraded 

scats and nest material were found in the shed 

adjacent to the birders hut on the southern end of 

the island.  This appears to be from a small 

mammal; options being native swamp rat (last 

recorded in 1973), black rat (R. rattus: not currently 

known for the island) or possibly pygmy possum 

though there are no records of this species for 

Hunter Island.  It is assumed that whichever the 

species, it exists at that location in a low density or 

no longer at all.  Monitoring for signs of introduced 

rodents should be a priority given the potential 

threat they present to native fauna if they were to 

establish and the opportunity to achieve eradication 

whilst in low numbers on the island. 

    



 

South Hunter and Stack Island • Natural and Cultural Survey •2017 

 

52 

COMMENTS ON INVASIVE VERTEBRATE 

MANAGEMENT 

HUNTER ISLAND  

Cats have been recorded several times on Hunter 

Island over previous years and decades (Skira 2001; 

DPIPWE 2004; Rodney Flowers pers. comm 2016; 

local fisherman pers. comm). Being a large island 

(7060 ha), eradicating cats through standard 

methods (poisoning, trapping, shooting) would be 

an expensive and long-running operation. With 

respect to reducing negative ecological impacts to 

the native fauna, (eg. feral cat predation, impacts 

from invasive rodents, habitat destruction), it may 

be more cost effective to remove cattle at some 

time in the future and establish a biosecurity 

framework in the near term to prevent rodent and 

weed incursions, to protect the natural values 

STACK ISLAND  

Stack Island has an intact suite of native vegetation 

and significant bird diversity.  Rabbits continue to 

exist in what appear to be very low numbers and 

ideally these would be removed to protect and 

enhance the natural values of the island.  Standard 

methods include biological control (Calici - rabbit 

haemorrhagic disease virus), poisoning with 

Pindone, trapping and shooting. Detecting 

remaining or current low numbers of individuals 

will be problematic because of the dense 

vegetation.  If cutting pathways is an option, this 

would assist with access but also for detecting 

rabbits.  Novel methods using various lures (e.g. 

foods, fresh soils, scent lures, caged domestic 

rabbits) should be trialed and evaluated.  Detector 

dogs would be highly valuable once other 

techniques decreased in efficacy or sign could no 

longer be found.  

PENGUIN ISLET 

This islet is probably well protected through its 

remoteness, small size and Nature Reserve status.  

As noted in Brothers et al. 2001, visitation status 

could be upgraded to ‘permit only’.  This would 

help reduce the risk of invasive species, particularly 

rodents, arriving  
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Short-tailed 

shearwaters (Ardenna 
tenuirostris; formerly Puffinus 

tenuirostris) 

By Ross Monash 

The Hunter Island Group situated in southwestern 

Bass Strait, Tasmania provide important habitat for 

a number of seabirds, in particular the Short-tailed 

shearwater.  This report describes three colonies 

located within the survey area, two on Hunter 

Island and one on the adjacent Stack Island.  All 

colonies were mapped to describe extent and 

habitat.  Surveys of burrow density were 

undertaken to facilitate a population estimate and 

comparison with previous descriptions of the 

colonies.  Two of the colonies (Stack Island and 

Hunter south) appeared to have increased in both 

area and number of burrows while one colony 

(Hunter south west) does not appear to have been 

previously described.

 

INTRODUCTION 

The short-tailed shearwater (Ardenna tenuirostris; 

formerly Puffinus tenuirostris) is also known as 

‘moonbird’, ‘yolla’ or ‘muttonbird’ was first 

recorded on Captian Cook’s third expedition in 

1778 however not formally described until 1835 by 

Dutch Ornithologist Jacob Temminck.. Tasmania 

has 209 recorded Short-tailed shearwater colonies 

supporting a breeding population of 18 to 23 

million birds.  Approximately 90 percent of these 

colonies are located on off-shore Islands (Skira et 

al. 1996).  More than half the colonies found within 

the Tasmanian jurisdiction are situated in Bass 

Strait including the three largest colonies Babel and 

Great Dog Islands in the east and Trefoil in the 

West, these three colonies combined contain over 

4.5 million burrows, making Bass Strait a key 

breeding area (Towney & Skira 1985, Skira & 

Brothers 1988).  It is therefore not surprising that 

the species has been mentioned or, their colonies 

surveyed in the majority of previous Hamish 
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Saunders Island expeditions.  With short-tailed 

shearwater colonies present on 9 of 13 islands 

within the Hunter Island Group, this report is no 

exception. STSW are a trans-hemispheric 

migratory seabird that breeds only in southern 

Australia.  They migrate to cold water feeding 

grounds in the Bering Sea in the far northern 

hemisphere for the austral winter.  Following their 

northern migration, they arrive back in their 

southern breeding colonies late September to early 

October to repair and scratch out their burrows 

and reunite with their mate.  Mating occurs within 

the burrows prior to their ‘honeymoon’ flight to 

feed in cold, food rich upwellings in the Antarctic 

convergence zone south of Australia 

(Weimerskirch & Cherel 1998, Serventy and Curry, 

1983) they continue to return to the Southern 

Ocean to feed during chick rearing (Cleeland et al. 

2014). 

Short-tailed shearwaters return to their colonies in 

Southern Australia where laying peaks in the last 

week of November.  Incubation lasts 53 days with 

the male taking the first shift on the egg.  Typically 

parents changeover takes place every two weeks 

during the incubation stage.  After hatching, both 

parents feed the chick, which gain weight 

rapidly, weighing about twice that of their 

parents 500 grams by early April when adult birds 

depart the colony to commence their annual 

migration.  From the time the adults depart until 

early May chicks do not eat and rapidly loose 

weight while acquiring their flight feathers. Short-

tailed shearwater has been considered an 

important food source for both Aboriginal and 

European settlement in Tasmania.  According to 

the Journals of George Augustus Robinson (1791-

1866), Tasmanian Aboriginals frequently went to 

the Hunter Group to harvest shearwaters but were 

disinclined to visit the islands outside the breeding 

season.  Skira, (1990) provided a summary of 

evidence of Aboriginal use of STSW on Hunter 

Island ranging from 900- 1,000 years BP (Little 

Duck Bay) to greater than 19, 000 years at Cave 

Bay.  

All islands visited during this year’s Hamish 

Saunders Memorial Trust expedition supported 

STSW colonies however this report focuses on the 

three colonies that were mapped and surveyed, 

Hunter South, Hunter South West and Stack Island.  

Stack Island is among the 42 short-tailed 

shearwater colonies open to recreational STSW 

harvest by licence holders.

 

 

 

 

Plate 1: Showing open understory typical of the South 

Hunter Colony.  A snake track heading into a burrow 

is also clearly visible 
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Figure 1: Showing the extent of the short-tailed shearwater colony on Stack Island

 See http://listdata.thelist.tas.gov.au/public/ILS Data Attribution Guidelines.pdf
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METHODS 

Surveys were undertaken during 9 – 12 January 

2017. Methods used were adapted from Carlyon 

and Monash (2010) and Skira and Wapstra (1980).  

This method has been used in Department of 

Primary Industries Parks Water and Environment 

(DPIPWE) long term monitoring in the Furneaux 

Islands since the early 1990’s. 

Due to time and transport constraints only the 

southern area of Hunter Island was searched for 

the presence of shearwater colonies.  The south 

coast of Hunter Island was initially walked to 

determine the coastal extent of the Hunter south 

colony, this also identified the presence of the 

Hunter South West colony.  All mapping was 

undertaken using a hand-held GARMIN GPSmap 

62s.  The Hunter South West Colony was mapped 

by walking the perimeter of the colony using the 

GPS.  The perimeter of Hunter South Colony was 

difficult to traverse due to very thick vegetation 

and in places extremely unstable substrate.  To 

minimize impact on the colony the internal areas of 

the Hunter South colony were marked on the GPS 

each time the edge was crossed during other 

activities and by periodically walking across the 

colony while undertaking the costal walk.  The 

Stack Island colony was mapped by placing 

transects across the entire colony and recording 

the edges at each transect. 

Linear transects were established in each colony, 

these were stratified to ensure that variation within 

each colony was accounted for.  The timing of the 

survey meant that eggs were approaching hatching 

time or some freshly hatched.  To minimize impact 

on chicks, burrows were not probed to determine 

burrow occupancy. 

The number of burrows in each colony was 

estimated by extrapolating the average burrow 

density for each area surveyed across the full area 

of each colony.  The breeding population was 

estimated based on historical averaged burrow 

occupancy rates obtained through DPIPWE long 

term monitoring.  Comparisons were also made to 

results of surveys previously undertaken on Stack 

and Hunter Islands 

RESULTS 

DESCRIPTION OF SHEARWATER COLONIES 

Exploration of the Hunter Island south coast 

revealed two colonies, Hunter South and Hunter 

South West.  A colony on Stack Island was also 

confirmed present and surveyed. 

HUNTER SOUTH COLONY:  

This large colony was found generally restricted to 

Acacia longifolia coastal scrub.  Similar vegetation 

from where burrows were absent on Stack Island, 

but with little ground cover.  The canopy in this 

area extended to approximately 4 m in height with 

an open, sandy understory (see Plate 1).  Some 

areas, particularly closer to the coast were located 

in more typical seabird rookery complex.  The 

colony was restricted to the south eastern dune 

system to an elevation of approximately 25m 
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extending up to 300 m inland but did not intrude 

into inland heathlands. 

 HUNTER SOUTH WEST COLONY: 

 This colony was confined to a single small sand 

dune around which was evidence of recent burning.  

The burnt fringes of the colony suggested presence 

of Acacia longifolia coastal scrub and there were 

some young A. longifolia plants within the colony 

however the dominant vegetation was more 

consistent with Halophytic herbland / Seabird 

rookery complex (see Plate 2).   

 

 

 

Plate 2: Hunter South west colony 

STACK ISLAND COLONY:  

This colony was restricted to the lower and flatter 

southern half of the island.  On both sides of the 

Island the northerly areas of the colony were 

constrained to the coastal fringe, in the southern 

area the colony extends across the entire island.  

Prominent vegetation within the colony included 

Poa poiformis and species such as coastal spinach 

(Tetragonia implexicoma).  This is largely typical of 

vegetation supporting STSW colonies seen across 

Bass Strait.  In some areas of this colony slender 

thistle (Carduus pycnocephalus) was prevalent.  

Colony distribution in the northern extent of the 

colony was restricted and burrows absent from 

inland areas dominated by Acacia longifolia coastal 

scrub with a dense understory and Melaleuca 

ecicifolia swamp forest (see Plate 3) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

. 
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Plate 3 Stack Island 

colony situated in coastal 

spinach with thicker 

vegetation restricting the 

colony distrubution in the 

background 
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OTHER OBSERVATIONS  

On Stack Island there was evidence of Cape Barren 

Geese (Cereopsis novaehollandiae) breeding within 

the colony and little blue penguins (Eudyptula minor) 

were found both breeding and moulting on the on 

the coastal fringe on the eastern side of Stack Island 

(see plate 4).  

In both Hunter Island colonies surveyed the 

presence of cattle within the colonies was 

confirmed through observed cattle feces, damage 

to burrows by footprints and wallow areas.  

POPULATION ESTIMATES  

The Hunter south colony (18.48 ha) was 

considerably larger than the Stack Island (5.41 ha) 

and Hunter south west (0.176 ha) colonies.  

Burrow densities in the Hunter South West (0.250 

burrows/m2) and Hunter South (0.236 burrows 

/m2) colonies were found to be similar but less 

dense on Stack Island (0.092 burrows/m2) see 

Table 1. Observed burrow densities were 

extrapolated across each colony area to provide an 

estimation of the number of burrows within each 

colony and historical burrow occupancy data was 

used to provide a breeding population estimate for 

each colony.  Maps of all colonies are provided in 

Appendix 1. The Hunter South colony showed an 

increase since 1996 in area of around 172 percent 

and number of burrows by 156 percent.  The 

colony size appears to have increased since Skira et 

al. (1996) described it however the burrow density 

appears to have decreased considerably.  Brothers 

et al. (2001) did not describe the Hunter Island 

colonies.  The Stack Island colony appears to have 

increased in area and population since described by 

Skira et al. (1996), see Table 2 

GENERAL DISCUSSION AND MANAGEMENT 

OPPORTUNITIES  

The Hunter South west and Stack Island colonies 

were found in vegetation typical of Bass Strait and 

eastern Tasmanian colonies whereas the Hunter 

South colony was situated in taller, thicker 

vegetation more typical of typical West Coast 

colonies such as those found at Cape Sorell, Ocean 

Beach and Maatsuyker Island. 

No previous surveys have specifically identified the 

Hunter south west colony; however, this colony 

may have been included within the Hunter south 

colony in previous reports.  Alternatively, this 

colony could be considered a newly established 

colony. 
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 Figure 2 : Showing the extent of the south and south western colonies on Hunter Island 

 See http://listdata.thelist.tas.gov.au/public/ILS Data Attribution Guidelines.pdf
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FIRE 

There was evidence of recent fire adjacent to the 

Hunter south and Hunter south west colonies.  

STSW life breeding patterns mean that they are 

constantly present within colonies for five and a half 

months from late November until mid May.  This 

makes them, particularly the chicks (and breeding 

adults December – mid April), extremely vulnerable 

to direct impacts of fire.  Should a burn occur during 

breeding, incubation or fledging, extremely high 

mortality can be expected within a colony.  

Dependent on the timing of the fire, under a worst 

case scenario an entire cohort may be lost or an 

entire cohort and up to half the breeding birds found 

within a colony may perish..Fires occurring during 

STSW absence from the colony also have the 

potential to have deleterious effects on the colonies 

leading to decreased burrow density as a result of 

root systems dying off leading to soil instability 

(Brothers and Harris 1999), particularly where fires 

occur repeatedly over a few years.  Regular burning 

may also encourage invasive weed species such as 

thistle. Furthermore, burning can remove vegetation 

used by STSW chicks to provide cover from 

predators while not in their burrows, particularly 

during dawn and dusk. The use of fire as a vegetation 

management tool in and around STSW colonies 

should be carefully considered.  When deemed 

absolutely necessary, burning should be undertaken 

with minimum frequency and only between late May 

and early September when STSW are absent from 

Tasmania. 

INVASIVE FAUNA 

Evidence of European rabbits was sighted on Stack 

Island (see Vertebrate Fauna Report this volume pp 

37).  Rabbits can have a significant impact on 

burrowing seabirds by disease and parasite 

transmission, grazing impacts on vegetation and 

competition for burrowing sites, including sharing 

burrows.  The removal of rabbits from Ile Verte, a 

sub-Antarctic Island in the Kerguelen Archipelago 

was followed by an eight-fold increase in the blue 

petrel which burrows in deep soil areas of the 

island (Brodier, et al. 2011).  Stack Island is one of a 

very small number of Bass Strait Islands that 

supports a rabbit population and its close proximity 

(1km) to Hunter Island poses a possible risk of self-

introduction.  Consideration could be given to 

opportunities to eradicate rabbits from Stack 

Island.Although this survey failed to confirm the 

presence of cats, the owners of the birders hut 

located within the Hunter South STSW colony 

have reported sighting cats within the last couple of 

years (pers com. Rodney Flowers December 2016).  

A cat was also trapped during a fauna survey 

undertaken by DPIPWE staff in 2001 (Skira, 2001).  

Impacts of cats on seabirds is recognised as a global 

problem.  Croxall et al. 2012, identify 69 Islands 

where removal of invasive species would benefit 

globally threatened seabirds, for 19 of these islands 

the removal of cats is recommended, largely to 

conserve burrowing seabird populations. The 

eradication of cats from Hunter Island should be 

considered.  However, cat eradication can be 

resource hungry, their eradication from Tasman 

Island, a 120ha (Hunter Island 7, 330ha) island off 

southern Tasmania took two years, four months at 
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a cost of $283, 000 (Robinson et al. 2015).  Any cat 

eradication project therefore should be carefully 

prioritised against other islands in Tasmania to 

ensure maximum conservation outcomes.  In the 

meantime, some well planned control or long term 

monitoring programs should be considered.  

LIVESTOCK 

Evidence of the presence of cattle was found in the 

Hunter south and Hunter south west colonies.  

Damage however appeared limited, as there was 

little vegetation for cattle grazing found in these 

colonies.  It is likely that limited numbers of vagrant 

cattle wandering outside usual grazing areas have 

caused the damage.  Unless stocking levels increase 

significantly damage to the surveyed STSW colonies 

is likely to remain limited.  Ongoing monitoring to 

determine any increase in cattle damage should be 

considered.  

 

Plate 4: Showing a Little penguin in its shelter on the 

eastern side of Stack Island  

RECREATIONAL HARVEST 

Recreational harvest of the three colonies surveyed 

noncommercial harvest of STSW is permitted on 

the Stack Island colony only.  Returns provided by 

non-commercial harvesters 2009 to 2015 indicate 

an average take of 483 chicks per year (range 20- 

to 1,116) (DPIPWE unpublished data) The actual 

take is likely to be slightly higher as not all licence 

holders provide a return every year. Skira et al. 

(1985), suggests that the maximum sustainable yield 

(MSY) for short-tailed shearwaters is 37% but 

emphasises that MSY harvesting is “fraught with 

unexpected difficulties” and the 37% must be treated 

as a “first approximation”.  Therefore, to ensure 

harvest sustainability it could be advised that 

harvest levels should remain below 37%.  This 

survey suggests that there are 2,015 breeding pairs 

of STSW on Stack Island.  Based on this 

information, the MSY would be considered to be 

below 746 chicks per year.  Although on average 

the harvest is well below the described MSY, the 

MSY for the colony was exceeded by 99 chicks in 

2009 and 399 in 2010.  It is recognised that STSW 

show high site fidelity and therefore care must be 

taken to ensure a sustainable harvest at this site.  

Consideration could be given to closing Stack Island 

as a harvest site and opening a colony on Hunter 

Island to increase likelihood of sustainable harvest 

 

 

. 
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 Table 1: Showing colony size, burrow density, colony area and the estimated population of the three colonies survey 

Based on 20 years of monitoring in the Furneaux Islands averaging 60.1 percent burrows occupied in December during incubation a bird present in the 

burrow is assumed to be on an egg.  

Colony Area (ha) 
Number of 

Transects 

Total transect 

length (m) 

Total area 

surveyed in 

transects 

(m2) 

Average burrow 

density 

(burrows/m2)  

Estimated 

number of 

burrows in 

colony ± SE 

Estimated 

number of 

breeding pairs* 

Hunter Island 

South 
16.333 8 675 1350 

0.235 

 

38,439 

(±6,996) 
23,102 

Hunter Island 

South West 
0.176 1 100 200 0.250 440 264 

Stack Island 3.638 6 399 798 0.092 3353 (±978) 2,015 
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 Table 2: Showing a comparison of this survey with previous surveys.

Colony Survey  Area (ha) Number of Burrows Breeding population 

(pairs) 

 

Hunter South 

This Survey (2017) 

Skira et al., 1996 

16.333 

6 

38,439 

(±6,996) 

15,000 (±2,000) 

23,102 

Not described 

Hunter South West* This survey (2017) 0.176 440 264 

 

Stack Island 

This survey (2017) 

Skira et al., 1996 

Brothers et al., 2001 

3.6377 

1 

Not described 

3353 (±978) 

2,500 (±500) 

Not described 

2,015 

Not Described 

63,342** 



 

South Hunter and Stack Island • Natural and Cultural Survey •2017 

66 

ACKNOWLDEGMENTS 

My thanks to all fellow expeditioners and their 

assistance in undertaking these surveys and their 

support and enthusiasm while organising and 

undertaking this expedition.  

REFERECNES 

Brodier, S., Pisanu, B., Villers, A., Pettex, E., Lioret, 

M, Chapuis, L., and Bretagnolle, V. (2011), 

Responses of Seabirds to the rabbit eradication on 

the Ile  Verte, sub-Antarctic Kerguelen 

Archipelago. Animal Conservation Vol. 14/5 pp.459-

465 

Brothers, N. & Harris, S. (1999). The effects of fire 

on burrow-nesting seabirds particularly short-tailed 

shearwaters (Puffinus tenuirostris) and their habitat 

in Tasmania. Papers and Proceedings of the Royal 

Society of Tasmania, 133: 15-22. 

Brothers, N., Pemberton, D., Pryor, H. and Halley, 

V (2001). Tasmania’s offshore Islands: seabirds and 

other natural features. Tasmanian Museum and Art 

Gallery. Hobart. 

Cleeland, J., Lea, M-A., Hindell, M. (2014). Use of 

Sourthern Ocean by breeding Short-tailed 

shearwaters (Puffinus tenuirostris). Journal of 

Experimental Marine Biology and Ecology 450, pp 109-

117

Croxal, J., Butchart, S., Lascelles, A., Stattersfield, 

A., Sullivan, B., Symes, A. and Taylor, P. (2012). 

Seabird Conservation Status, threats and priority 

actions: a global assessment. Bird Conservation 

International Vol. 22 pp. 1-34 

Robinson, S., Gadd, L., Johnston, Michael, Pauza, M. 

(2015). Long-term protection of important seabird 

breeding colonies on Tasman Island through 

eradication of cats. New Zealand Journal of Ecology 

39.2: 316-322. 

Serventy, D. L.,  and Curry, P. J. (1983). 

Observations on Colony Size, Breeding Success, 

Recruitment and Inter-colony Disperspal in a 

Tasmanian Colony of Short-Tailed Shearwaters 

Puffinus tenuirostris over a Thirty Year Period. Emu 

Vol 84.2 pp. 71-79 

Skira, I, J, 1990. Human Exploitation of the Short-

tailed Shearwater (Puffins Tenuirostris). Papers and 

Proceedings of the Royal Society of Tasmania. Vol 

124(1) pp 77-90  

Skira, I, J, (2001) (DPIPWE unpublished internal 

communication) Hunter Island Fauna Survey 10-18 

October 2001



 

South Hunter and Stack Island • Natural and Cultural Survey •2017 

67 

Skira, I.J. & Brothers, N.P.B. (1988). Seabird islands 

No. 184. Great Dog Island, Furneaux Group, 

Tasmania. Corella 12: 82–84.  

Skira, I., Wapstra, E., Towney, G., and Naarding, J. 

(1985). Conservation of the Short-tailed 

shearwaterPuffinus tenuirostris in Tasmania, 

Australia. Biological Conservation Vol. 37 pp. 225-236 

Towney, G.N. & Skira, I.J. (1985). Seabird islands 

No. 139. Babel Island, Furneaux Group, Tasmania. 

Corella 8: 103–104.  

Weimerskirch, H. & Cherel, Y. (1998). Feeding 

ecology of short-tailed shearwaters: Breeding in 

Tasmania and foraging in the Antarctic. Marine 

Ecology Progress Series Vol. 167 pp 261-274 

 

 

 



 

South Hunter and Stack Island • Natural and Cultural Survey •2017 

68 

 Geodiversity 
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Aspects of 

geodiversity on 

Hunter Island: four 

Quaternary age 

geosites 

By Rolan Eberhard 

INTRODUCTION 

The broad character of geodiversity on Hunter 

Island differs from that of the other main islands of 

the Fleurieu Group, which comprise domed 

residual hills of Devonian granite in the case of 

Three Hummock Island, and low relief tidal sand 

traps in the case of Robbins and Walker Islands.  In 

contrast, Hunter Island is underlain by resistant 

Proterozoic-age metamorphic rocks which form an 

elongated plateau which dominates the eastern 

seaboard.  In this respect Hunter Island has strong 

affinities with King Island, where broadly similar 

rocks and landforms are found some 70 km to the 

north-west.  Substantial portions of all these islands 

are covered by Quaternary marine and aeolian 

sands and this strongly conditions their terrains in 

some areas. 

The Proterozoic metasediments of Hunter Island 

have been interpreted as correlates of the Rocky 

Cape Group, at this location comprising a range of 

variably altered, generally fine-grained, siliclastic 

units.  Calver et al. (2014) indicate that the bulk of 

the island is underlain by the Detention Subgroup 

(quartzarenite and subordinate siltstone), with 

more local occurrences of Cowrie Siltstone 

(typically dark, carbonaceous siltstone) at Cuvier 

Bay and Irby Siltstone (siltstone interbedded with 

other clastic units) on the east coast.  Petrographic 

descriptions of selected outcrops are provided by 

Everard et al. (1997), who updated an earlier 

1:250,000 scale geological map covering the 

Fleurieu Group (Calver et al. 1995).  A modified 

version of the updated map was published in the 

Geological Evolution of Tasmania (Corbett et al. 

2014).  The current (March 2017) 1:25,000 scale 

digital geology of Tasmania map incorporates 

further detail regarding Quaternary units, chiefly 
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marine and aeolian sands interspersed with patchy 

marsh and swamp deposits (Figure 1). 

The plateau which dominates the interior of 

Hunter Island reaches a maximum elevation at 

Chase Hill (93 m ASL).  The eastern margin of the 

plateau is truncated by an abrupt, locally cliffed, 

escarpment extending parallel to and a short 

distance inland of the present coast (Plate 1).  The 

context and form of the escarpment is consistent 

with that of a degraded sea cliff formed during a 

higher sea level stand; the plateau above was likely 

planed off during an earlier Tertiary age marine 

transgression or phase of erosion, whereas the 

escarpment is possibly of Late Pleistocene age 

(Dixon 1996).  The western side of the plateau falls 

away gradually and runs out into farmed dune 

country around Homestead Lagoon.  The coastline 

shows strong structural control and varies from 

rugged shore platforms and gulches on the exposed 

west to extensive beaches on the sheltered east.  

Smaller islands, reefs and tidal banks are common 

around the eastern and south-western coasts. 

Hunter Island has been episodically connected to, 

and isolated from, adjacent islands and mainland 

Tasmania, in response to climate-related sea level 

fluctuations.  During the last 100 ka BP, the island 

has been more often connected by land bridges 

than disconnected by seaways, strongly influencing 

the character of the flora, fauna, and Quaternary 

deposits.  The latter include remnants of an 

extensive dunefield which occupied the now 

submerged Bassian Plain when sea level was lower 

and the climate colder, windier and drier (Bowden 

1983). 

Given the size of the island and limited field time (3 

days), the geodiversity component of the 2017 

Hamish Saunders expedition focused on 

consolidating the documentation of four geosites 

recorded during earlier reconnaissance-level 

inventories.  The geosites are geologically recent 

(Quaternary) features identified by Dixon (1996), 

who completed a statewide inventory of island 

geodiversity, and unpublished work by M. 

Pemberton, who provided advice on earth science 

aspects during a review of island lease 

arrangements in the early 2000s.  Summary details 

for the geosites, as listed on the Natural Values 

Atlas (www.naturalvaluesatlas.tas.gov.au) are 

provided at Tables 1-4. 
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Plate 1: East coast of Hunter 

Island at Cave Bay.  The 

coastal escarpment truncates 

the interior plateau and can be 

traced from Cape Keraudren in 

the north to Renard Point in the 

south.  The large cavity in the 

upper part of the cliff is Cave 

Bay Cave; smaller, incipient sea 

caves are actively forming 

below it on the present 

shoreline

. 
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Figure 1: Hunter Island geology.  Symbology: yellow = Quaternary sediments (dominantly sand); grey = Proterozoic 
quartzite and siltstone (Rocky Cape Group).  Source: Mineral Resources Tasmania 1:250,000 Geology of Tasmania. 

 

 



 

South Hunter and Stack Island • Natural and Cultural Survey •2017 

73 

Cave Bay Raised Sea Cave  

Cave Bay Cave is a substantial relict sea cave at the 

northern end of Cave Bay on the east coast.  The 

cave is a prominent landmark comprising a large 

cavity in a cliffed portion of the coastal escarpment 

(Plate 1).  The external opening provides access 

to a horizontal tunnel, initially flat-floored and 

spacious but tapering and rising towards the back 

end of the tunnel some 48 m from the entrance 

dripline (Figure 2). The cave has no true dark 

zone and can be fully explored without the aid of 

artificial light.  The entrance zone is sparsely 

vegetated by a mix of glasswort (Sarcornia sp.), 

roundleaf pigface (Disphyma crassifolium) and poa 

grass, but this thins out to bare sediment a few 

metres inside the entrance overhang (Plate 2).  

The simple linear form of the Cave Bay Cave is 

typical of sea caves developed through mechanical 

erosion by waves acting on structural weaknesses 

in otherwise competent rock types.  In this case 

the host rock is moderately fine-grained, siliclastic 

formation with distinct beds which dip ESE at about 

25°.  The beds are locally disrupted by a 

combination of warping and fracturing.  A 

prominent near-vertical fracture in the cave ceiling 

aligns closely with the long axis of the cave 

(~325°T) and is the primary structural weakness 

along which the cave has propagated (Plate 2).  

This feature cuts across a series of sub-horizontal 

fracture planes which, in combination with bedding, 

control the height of the ceiling, which steps 

upwards from the back to the front of the cave.  

Survey software used in producing the cave map 

suggests that the volume of the cave is in the order 

of 4400 m3, with an average passage diameter of 9.6 

m. 

Cave Bay Cave is clearly of some antiquity, being 

stranded 15+ m above present sea level at the head 

of a vegetated talus ramp.  This is one of a number 

of reasonably elevated sea caves on Tasmania’s 

north-west coast and western Bass Strait islands 

(Gill & Banks 1956, Jennings 1959, Jones 1965, 

Goede et al. 1979, Banks 1989).  The caves and a 

variety of relictual landforms and deposits across 

the region provide strong evidence for former 

higher sea level stands, tectonic uplift, or a 

combination of these processes (Gill & Banks 1956, 

Jennings 1959, Murray-Wallace 1995).  Many of 

these landforms and deposits occur at about 20 m 

ASL, which has been interpreted as indicative of the 

height of an uplifted Last Interglacial (130-115 ka 

BP) shoreline (see literature review by Sharples 

1996).  If correct, this interpretation implies that 

Cave Bay Cave and the coastal escarpment of 

which it forms part are of similar age.  A caveat on 

this conclusion is that it is presently un-supported 

by direct evidence regarding the age of the 

landforms (e.g. dated sediments).  It should also be 

noted that some evidence regarding neotectonic 

uplift on Tasmanian coasts is in contention 

(Murray-Wallace et al. 2013, McIntosh 2015).  On 

this basis use of the word ‘raised’ (i.e. tectonically 

uplifted) in the geosite name should be avoided 

until confirmed or otherwise by further research. 

The base of the cave is an undulating earth floor 

with no indication of relictual marine sediments.  

Portions of the floor are locally covered by platey 
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debris ranging in size from large boulders to 

cobbles.  This material can be accounted for by 

exfoliation of bedrock on the cave walls, possibly 

by salt wedging.  The cave floor is otherwise 

formed in compact silty sediment to a depth of 2 m 

or more, underlain by coarse boulders of the 

country rock (Hope 1978).  A 0.5 m high circular 

mound of sediment towards the middle of the cave 

aligns with an active seepage point in the cave 

ceiling.  The mound is not obviously mineralized 

(i.e. is not crystalline material deposited by 

dripwater), implying a clastic accumulation in some 

way related to increased availability of moisture.  

Minor accumulations of bird guano and small owl 

pellets containing insect remains were noted 

towards the inner end of the cave. 

As discussed in the chapter on Aboriginal heritage 

(this volume),  Cave Bay Cave was the focus of an 

archaeological investigation in the early 1970s 

(Bowdler 1974a).  A series of trenches excavated in 

sediment on the floor of the cave revealed 

evidence of intermittent human occupation 

commencing post 23 ka BP.  The site provided the 

first dated evidence for a Late Pleistocene human 

presence in Tasmania (Bowdler 1974b).  The faunal 

content of the cave sediments, which sample the 

period prior to and following the isolation of the 

island from adjacent land masses during the post-

glacial marine transgression, include marsupial taxa 

not now present on Hunter Island.  Pollen 

collected from the site has been used to 

reconstruct a Late Pleistocene-Holocene 

vegetation history (Hope 1978).  The 

archaeological digs were backfilled on completion 

but traces of them can be seen as areas of 

subsidence on the cave floor. 

A considerable number of signatures have been 

engraved on rock surfaces towards the back of the 

cave.  The dates recorded range from the 1860s to 

contemporary. 

 

 

 

 

Plate 2: Cave Bay Cave relictual sea 

cave.  The main axis of the cave 

follows the obvious vertical fracture 

in the ceiling; cross-cutting sub-

horizontal fractures and bedding 

planes give the cavern a blocky, 

rectilinear form.  
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Figure 2: Map of Cave Bay Cave.   
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Table 1: Cave Bay Raised Sea Cave geosite – selected attributes, as listed on the Tasmanian Geoconservation Database 

(www.naturalvaluesatlas.tas.gov.au; downloaded 7/3/2017).  For an explanation of database attributes see DPIPWE 

(undated). 

Map  

Geosite Description Large elevated, fault-controlled sea cave (50m deep and 12m high), now 15 m 

ASL, in Precambrian metasediments. Occupied 23,000 - 18,000 BP, then 

abandoned. A date of 18,000 BP obtained for artefacts in 1974 was the first 

direct evidence for Pleistocene human occupation of Tasmania. Pollen 

analysis has also been undertaken, indicating Late Pleistocene grassland and 

Holocene shrubland. 

Geosite definition Eponymous cave in cliff just north of Cave Bay, Hunter Island 

Statement of significance Notable example of type 

Significance level Region (Tasmania) 

Geosite classification Class: surficial 

Theme: Coastal and estuarine 

Type: Littoral or peritidal 

Element: [no entry] 

Significance level Region (Tasmania) 

Management Goals Maintain form integrity 

Management Notes [no entry] 

Degradation Unknown (17/3/2014) 

Conservation Unknown (17/3/2014) 
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Hunter Island Cobble Berms 

The Hunter Island Cobble Berms geosite occupies 

a 1.6 km section of coastline immediately north of 

Wallaby Point.  This portion of coast is a series of 

shallow embayments backed by broad shore 

platforms.  The landward margins of many of the 

shore platforms are buried beneath discontinuous 

cobble sheets which butt up against low, vegetated 

strike ridges.  Similar features can be seen on aerial 

imagery of the coast between Cuvier Point to the 

north and Little Duck Bay to the south.  An 

example just south of Big Duck Bay was selected 

for examination during this survey (Plate 3).  

The Big Duck Bay cobble berm is situated on a 

rocky headland bounded by a shore platform up to 

30 m wide (grid reference 306730mE 5510530mN).  

The shore platform truncates steeply dipping strata 

which, in combination with cross-cutting fractures, 

strongly control the form of the shoreline.  The 

berm is located at the head of several deep gutters 

which cut across the shore platform, focusing wave 

action which would otherwise dissipate on the 

shore platform.  The accumulated cobbles can be 

differentiated into three semi-discrete zones based 

on slope, fabric and vegetation. 

 Active zone: this zone is about 15 m wide and 

extends from sea level to about 9.5 m ASL; the 

inland margin is delineated by a line of coarse 

driftwood, coincident with the lower limit of 

lichen-covered rocks (Plate 3); slope on the 

seaward side is steep (45°) but flattens off abruptly 

towards the upper limit of the swash zone, which is 

nearly level (1-3°); the clasts are well-rounded and 

many are polished smooth, varying in diameter 

from 50-150 mm; quartzite dominates but circa 10-

20 percent of clasts are basalt; the clasts are 

loosely packed with evidence of imbrication (dip to 

seaward).Intermediate, lichen zone: this zone is 

about 18 m wide; it comprises the middle portion 

of the cobble sheet, rising from 9.5 to 14 m ASL; 

slope profile approximately replicates that of the 

active zone, rising steadily (10-20°) and then 

flattening off (2-3°); the clasts are well-rounded but 

dull and weathered; a proportion of clasts are 

fractured and tend towards blockiness and 

angularity; the cobbles are reasonable well packed 

together compared to the active zone; larger, 

platey clasts tend to sit flat; a mixture of quartzite 

and basalt is present; the clasts range in diameter 

from 80-200 mm and are partly covered by orange 

and grey lichen. Stable, partly-vegetated zone: this 

zone is seven metres wide; it comprises the upper, 

inland portion of the berm, which terminates at the 

base of a low quartzite strike ridge about 14 m 

ASL; the cobble sheet is virtually flat with a slight 

central depression running parallel with the coast; 

the inland margin is encroached on by vegetation 

including snow bush (Leucophyta brownie), poa grass 

and sedges; the cobbles are generally well rounded 

but a considerable number are fractured and partly 

angular; clast diameter is typically 100-200 mm

.
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These observations support the distinction 

between a lower, active portion of berm, where 

materials are subject to ongoing re-working by 

contemporary wave action, and an upper, inactive 

portion, as noted in the geosite listing (Table 

2).This implies that the berms are composite 

features representing at least two phases of activity.  

The geosite entry attributes this to a progressive 

seaward shift in the locus of wave activity due to 

coastal uplift.  This conclusion requires verification, 

given unresolved questions concerning possible 

evidence for neotectonic uplift on the Tasmanian 

coastline (see Cave Bay Raised Sea Cave above). 

Alternatively, a succession of coastal landforms at 

different elevations could result from eustatic 

effects (i.e. changes in global ocean volume). Data 

from the Australian region suggests that sea level 

fell slightly during the latter part of the Holocene 

(Lambeck & Chappell 2001) – it is open to 

interpretation whether this has been a contributory 

factor in the development of the berms on Hunter 

Island. 

Other mechanisms with potential to account for 

the relictual portions of the cobble berms include 

tsunamis and extreme storm waves.  Storm waves 

in particular warrant consideration, given that the 

Hunter Island features are close to present sea 

level.  This mechanism has been invoked to account 

for coarse boulder deposits 20-30 m above sea 

level at Basket Bay on Tasman Peninsula (see 

geosite listing: Basket Bay High Level Wave 

Deposit).  The Basket Bay geosite was affected by 

storm waves as recently as 2014.  If a similar 

process emplaced or reworked the Hunter Island 

cobble deposits then this occurred sufficiently long 

ago for lichen cover to develop.  Similar composite 

active/inactive cobble berms have been reported 

from the Tarkine coast (RMC 2007).The Big Duck 

Bay cobble berm does not exhibit ‘enigmatic stone 

arrangements’ reported in the geosite listing. 

 

 

 

Plate 3: Cobble berm near Big Duck 

Bay.  Note the distinct boundary 

between the upper, lichen-covered 

inactive portion of the berm, and the 

active lower portion.  Steep Island is 

visible on the horizon 
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Table 2: Hunter Island Cobble Berms geosite – selected attributes, as listed on the Tasmanian Geoconservation Database 

www.naturalvaluesatlas.tas.gov.au; downloaded 7/3/2017). For an explanation of database attributes see DPIPWE (undated).:  

Map 

 

Geosite Description Cobble (storm?) berms of Holocene age on the western side of Hunter 

Island between Wallaby Point and Cuvier Point. The cobble berms are 

possibly active but appear too high above the high water mark, despite 

the severity of storms, and may therefore be semi-relict (see below) 

features. This may be supported by the relatively intact enigmatic stone 

arrangements on the crests, which could have an Aboriginal or sealer 

derivation. They extend for 50 to 100 m along the coast in small bays and 

are between 5 and 10 m above sea level. They are 10 to 20 m wide which 

suggests that they may have continued to form as the coast emerged so 

the bases may be "active" while the upper slopes, crests and landward 

slopes are relict features. 

Geosite definition Cobble storm berms 5 to 10 m above the high water mark along a 2 km 

stretch of coast north of Wallaby Point on the western coast of Hunter 

Island 

Statement of significance Suggestive of coastal emergence 

Significance level Region (Tasmania) 

Geosite classification Class: Surficial 

Theme: Coastal and estuarine 

Type: Littoral or peritidal 

Element: [no entry] 

Significance level Region (Tasmania) 

Management Goals Maintain form integrity 
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Management Notes Cattle trample the features and dislodge cobbles as they walk over the 

site. Continuous trampling will eventually lead to significant degradation 

of crests and slopes. 

Degradation Slight (17/3/2014) 

Conservation Potentially threatened (17/3/2014) 
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Hunter Island Sand Sheet 

The 1:25,000 scale digital geology layer indicates 

that the majority of Hunter Island is mantled by 

aeolian sands.  Two units are recognized: an 

undifferentiated unit recorded simply as ‘dune 

sand’; and ‘older stabilized aeolian sand of 

predominantly coastal plain, with underlying marine 

sands in places; may show relict landforms including 

terraces, lunettes, linear or barchan dunes, and 

beach ridges related to regressive strandlines of 

Last Interglacial [age]’.  The Hunter Island Sand 

Sheet geosite is a large area mapped chiefly as 

undifferentiated dune sand.  Field observations 

were confined to hummocky dune country around 

Homestead Lagoon.  At this location larger dunes 

reach 30-40 m ASL but decrease in height moving 

west towards the coast, where the dunes are linear 

rather than hummocky and form parallel ridges 

oriented SW-NE.  Small wetlands are present as 

swampy depressions in larger swales – many of 

these have been excavated to provide access to 

water for stock.  Sandblows were targeted to 

obtain information on dune stratigraphy and assess 

the possible presence of lag deposits containing 

fossil bones. 

A sandblow in grazed pasture was selected as 

representative of dune profiles in this area (Plate 

4; grid reference 308630mE 5510820mN).  The 

following units were recorded: 

 

• Layer 1:0-0.25 m: fine sand; pinkish grey (5YR 

6/2); moderately compacted; dry; moderately 

fibrous with abundant rootlets; distinct 

transition at base to: 

 

• Layer 2: 0.25-0.45 m: fine sand; strong brown 

(7.5YR 6/1) at top, otherwise yellowish red 

(5YR 5/6); moderately compacted; virtually dry; 

numerous fine roots; grades into: 

 

• Layer 3: 0.45-1.10 m: fine sand; pinkish grey 

(5YR 7/2); moderately compacted; virtually dry; 

numerous fine roots; grades into: 

 

• Layer 4: 1.10-1.80+ m: as above with sizeable 

calcified root structures. 

 

This profile may correspond with the ‘browner 

sand’ referenced in the geosite entry, which 

attributes it a Holocene age (Table 3).  The 

degree of podsolization is broadly commensurate 

with that of coastal dunes in the Arthur-Pieman 

Conservation Area, which are formed in sands of 

Late Last Glacial Stage to early Holocene age (RMC 

2007).  The geosite entry refers also to bleached 

white sand north of the airstrip, which it states is of 

Last Interglacial age.  Sand of this description was 

not encountered during this survey.  The inferred 

Last Interglacial age seems unlikely as a 

considerable number of Tasmanian dunesands have 

now been dated and virtually all are younger than 

this, being mostly Late Last Glacial Stage deposits 

(McIntosh et al. 2009, McIntosh et al. 2012).  It is 

reasonable to expect dunes of similar age on 

Hunter Island – a legacy of aeolian deposition 

under glacial climatic condition when Hunter Island 

formed part of the Bassian land bridge (cf. Bowden 

1983). 
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Sandblows between Little Duck Bay and the first 

bay south of Wallaby Point were examined for lag 

deposits containing fossil bone content.  Fossil 

content varied from negligible to sparse; sandblows 

containing bones generally also contained midden 

materials.  Extant taxa only were noted (seals, 

seabirds, macropods).  A review of the bone 

content of sandblows on Bass Strait islands by 

Hope (1973) contains no entry for Hunter Island.  

However, archaeological investigations at Cave Bay 

Cave and other excavated sites have sampled fairly 

diverse faunal contents with representation of 

species now extinct on Hunter Island (Bowdler 

1974, O'Connor 1980).  The ‘Stockyard Site’ 

midden is the type locality for Hunter Island 

Penguin, Tasidyptes hunteri (van Tets & O'Connor 

1983).  The taxonomic status of this species is 

uncertain (Park & Fitzgerald 2012). 

 

It is noted that the scale of sandblows on Hunter 

Island is unexpectedly limited given its disturbance 

history and exposure to strong westerly winds.  

The largest examples do not exceed a couple of 

hectares in area and are not obviously enlarging at 

any great rate; colonization by native vegetation has 

commenced in some cases. 

 

 

 

Table 3: Hunter Island Sand Sheet geosite – selected attributes, as listed on the Tasmanian Geoconservation Database 

(www.naturalvaluesatlas.tas.gov.au; downloaded 7/3/2017).  For an explanation of database attributes see DPIPWE 

(undated). 

Map 
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Geosite Description Siliceous (- weakly calcareous) dune fields (now vegetated) atop island 

plateau (largely Precambrian metaquartzite basement); influence decreases to 

east; largely stabilised but several blowouts in northwest. Clearly developed 

parabolic and cross-island longitudinal forms occur to north, broadly coast-

parallel linear 'hummocks' to west. Several lakes perched amongst dunes. 

Bleached white sand with little to no dune form although some ridges still 

evident north of airstrip. These are likely to be of last interglacial age closer 

to the west coast the hummocky dunes which are browner in colour are of 

Holocene age. 

Geosite definition Sand sheet terrain of extensive areas of western and centre of southern part 

of Hunter Island 

Statement of significance Notable example of type 

Significance level Local [no context provided] 

Geosite classification Class: Surficial 

Theme: Aeolian 

Type: Sandy aeolian, coastal and lakeshore 

Element: [no entry] 

Significance level Region (Tasmania) 

Management Goals Maintain form integrity 

Management Notes Extensive or intensive fires may degrade the feature. Frequent firing of parts 

of Hunter Island by leaseholders (who run stock there) is undoubtedly 

contributing to site degradation. 

Degradation Slight (17/3/2014) 

Conservation Potentially threatened (17/3/2014) 
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Plate 4: Dune soil profile exposed in sandblow near Homestead Lagoon (see text for description).  The 

section is 1.8 m high and located at grid reference 308630mE 5510820mN.  
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Hunter Passage Perched Lagoons 

The Hunter Passage Perched Lagoons geosite is 

situated on a coastal terrace near Renard Point 

(Plate 5).  The terrace is 200-300 m wide and in 

the order of 10-15 m above sea level based on map 

contours, falling away gently towards the coast.  

The inland side terminates at the base of a steep 

and in places cliffed escarpment 10-20 m high – the 

inferred Last Interglacial sea cliff which truncates 

the eastern margin of the interior plateau (Dixon 

1996)1 The seaward side of the terrace is marked 

by a foredune backing a sandy to rocky shoreline 

facing Hunter Passage.  The foredune increases in 

height towards the southern end of the terrace, 

reaching 17 m ASL opposite Dugay Islet. The 

terrace is mantled by an unknown depth of sand.  A 

test pit revealed a virtually undifferentiated sandy 

profile with limited soil development (grid 

reference 311140mE 5504260mN).  

The following units were recorded: 

• 0-0.25 m: fine loamy sand; very dark grey 

(10YR 4/1); loosely compacted; dry; 

moderately fibrous with abundant rootlets; 

grades into: 

• 0.25-0.75 m: fine sand; grey/light grey (5YR 

6/1); loosely compacted; virtually dry; nil roots; 

grades into: 

 

• 0.75-0.95+ m: fine sand; grey (19YR 7/1); 

loosely compacted; slightly damp, very few 

roots. 

 

Stabilised coastal sands in Tasmania, including those 

associated with the Hunter Island Sand Sheet 

geosite (see above), typically display reasonably 

well-developed podzol profiles.  This was not 

observed at the Hunter Passage site, where the 

profile shows little variation in colour or other 

characteristics.  No evidence was found to support 

the suggestion in the geosite description (Table 4) 

that the sand is a beach deposit.  The sediment is 

interpreted here as a fairly recent (Late Holocene) 

aeolian deposit 

                                                

1 Possible additional evidence of a palaeo-shoreline at 

~10 m ASL was noted on the floor of the valley draining 

to Cave Bay (grid reference 310600mE 551830mN).  The 

evidence comprises an anomalous outcrop of rounded 

boulders which crop out as a subtle ridge projecting 

across the valley, in a manner suggestive of a relict 

beach berm 
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Nine principal ponds can be seen on aerial imagery 

of the Hunter Passage site.  Several of these were 

inspected during the assessment and found to 

contain dark tannin-stained water.  Pond depth was 

not verified but is probably shallow (<1 m?).  The 

largest pond occupies an area of 60 x 20 m but 

most are smaller (10-15 m diameter), with 

planforms ranging from broadly symmetrical and 

ovoid to irregular and sinuous.  In addition to 

apparently perennial ponds, the survey 

encountered shallow dry depressions where water 

may pond under wet conditions.  The majority of 

ponds are located close to the base of the 

escarpment; however, a few outliers, including the 

largest, are situated immediately behind the 

foredune (Plate 6). 

 

The form of the ponds is consistent with a coastal 

wetland developed in response to the 

impoundment of drainage by sand blown onshore.  

Wetlands of this type are common in Tasmanian 

coastal areas, typically forming in the swales 

between dunes, around the inland margins of 

dunefields, or where creeks are cut off by beach-

backing dunes.  An interesting aspect of the Hunter 

Passage wetland is the concentration of ponds at 

the base of an escarpment, a situation normally 

conducive to infilling.  It is noteworthy that the 

positions of several of the ponds align with the 

outlets of shallow gullies which dissect the margin 

of the escarpment.  Although dry at the time of the 

survey, these watercourses probably entrain storm 

runoff, discharging it onto the back of the terrace.  

It is inferred that ponds have developed because 

the outlets of the watercourses are dammed by the 

sandsheet encroaching on the base of the 

escarpment.  Shallow groundwater probably helps 

maintain the ponds in the absence of perennial 

surface recharge. 

 

Aerial imagery indicates the presence of a further 

coastal wetland complex north of Hunter Passage 

at Ainslie Beach.  The Ainslie Beach wetland is 

more extensive and complex than the Hunter 

Passage example, comprising a combination of 

ponds at the base of the escarpment and ponds 

within a succession of beach ridges extending 

seaward of it.

 

 

Plate 5: Hunter Passage Perched Lagoons 

geosite, as viewed from the edge of the 

plateau looking north to Renard Point.  The 

ponds in the foreground occupy the base of 

a gully draining off the plateau.  Windblown 

sand encroaching on the base of the 

escarpment has impounded the watercourse 

at its outlet on the coastal 



 

South Hunter and Stack Island • Natural and Cultural Survey •2017  

87 

 

 

 

 

. 

 

 

 

 

Plate 6: Pond occupying 

swale behind foredune near 

Renard Point, part of the 

Hunter Passage Perched 

Lagoons geosite.  The rock 

outcrop in the distance is 

the margin of the 

escarpment on the inland 

side of the terrace.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The geodiversity component of the 2017 Hamish 

Saunders expedition provided an opportunity to 

augment data on four Quaternary age geosites 

identified during previous surveys.  It is anticipated 

that the results of this survey will be used to 

expand and update the presently limited detail of 

Hunter Island geosite records on the Natural 

Values Atlas.  This will also be an opportunity to 

correct the location of the Cave Bay Cave, which is 

currently shown 0.3 km west of the true location. 

The observations obtained broadly support the 

listing of these geosites on the Statewide geosites 

inventory.  That is, the sites provide representation 

of distinctive elements of geodiversity on Hunter 

Island and the broader region of western Bass 

Strait.  A possible exception to this is the Hunter 

Island Sand Sheet – it is suggested here that the 

case for the significance of this geosite warrants 

further consideration, given that sand sheets are 

common in many Tasmanian coastal areas and 

relatively little is known of this particular example.  

A more wide ranging survey would assist in 

establishing whether this and other Hunter Island 

geosites constitute an ideal selection of expressions 

of the relevant aspects of geodiversity. 

Despite progress towards developing improved 

descriptions of the existing geosites, Hunter Island 

geodiversity remains poorly researched and 

inadequately documented.  The following are 

obvious candidates for further survey effort: 

Geology of Proterozoic basement rocks: the 

bedrock geology of Hunter Island has received 

minimal scientific attention (Everard et al. 1997) and 

is not mapped at a level of detail commensurate 

with many other parts of Tasmania.  Study of 

related rocks at other locations in north-west 

Tasmania has resulted in improved understanding 

of regional geology while providing important 

insights into the geological history of Tasmania as a 

whole. 

Planation surfaces and palaeo-shorelines: the 

plateau and eastern coastal margin of Hunter Island 

provide clear examples of landscape-scale erosional 

planation, fossil shorelines and prograded sandy 

shorelines (e.g. Ainslie Beach).  This landform 

assemblage implies scope for a topical case study of 

sea level/neotectonic history and its influence on 

island geomorphology. 

Aeolian depositional chronology: Hunter Island’s 

extensive aeolian terrain creates opportunities to 

explore the chronology of aeolian deposition in 

western Bass Strait; the constituent sands are 

presently un-dated but Late Last Glacial Age and 

younger sediments are probably represented 
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Plate 1. View south west of HSMT New Site 3 with Claire Keating completing site recording 

Hunter Island 

Group Aboriginal 

heritage Project 

By Ross Stanger and Claire Keating 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

An Aboriginal cultural heritage survey was 

completed by members of Aboriginal Heritage 

Tasmania (AHT) on Hunter Island and Stack Island 

between 9 and 12 January 2017 as part of the 

Hamish Saunders Memorial Trust (HSMT) Island 

Survey Program.  The objectives of the survey 

were to increase the current data, knowledge and 

understanding of Aboriginal occupation and use of 

Hunter and Stack Islands; identify and record 

natural and cultural risks to Aboriginal heritage 

sites in coastal areas; and gain a stronger 

understanding of the types of risks and elements or 

considerations that could guide the planning of 

surveys of sites in coastal environments.  

The objectives were met through the assessment 

of previously identified sites with limited data and, 

assessment of newly identified Aboriginal heritage 

sites with the potential to answer both the 

objectives and specific research questions.  The 

assessments included the relocation, verification 

and recording of previously identified sites and the 

recording of identified new sites within three 

distinct survey areas, the identification and 

recording of both natural and cultural risks 

associated with these sites, and a planned Remote 

Piloted Aerial Surveys (RPAS) of the survey areas. 

The survey was constrained by inclement weather 

which reduced total survey time and restricted 

timely access to the three survey areas.  These 

limitations resulted in revision of the initial survey 

plan and a renewed focus on heritage assessment 

of two of the three surveys areas.  In addition, the 

revised survey plan involved the identification and 

recording of both previously identified and new 

sites outside of survey areas which were accessible 

and identified as providing the opportunity to 

inform the survey objectives and research 

questions.  Finally, the revision also resulted in 

cancellation of the RPAS component.  
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The survey relocated, verified and recorded three 

previously recorded sites and identified three 

previously unrecorded sites on Hunter Island.  

Three previously recorded sites on Stack Island 

were relocated, verified and recorded with a 

potential new site identified on Penguin Islet.  The 

natural and cultural risks associated with Aboriginal 

heritage sites were identified and recorded for all 

sites.  

The survey results have increased understanding of 

past Aboriginal occupation and use of Hunter and 

Stack Islands and contributed to existing knowledge 

generated from previous studies.  The results from 

two sites in particular provide detailed information 

on the use of the islands by Aboriginal people and 

support previous studies that suggest the use of 

available resources and development of specialized 

economic strategies to target specific resources. 

The first (AH1987), exhibited raw material 

resourcing and manufacture while the second 

(Hunter Island West 2), indicated the targeting and 

exploitation of a faunal resource (Hunter Island 

West 2).   The possible identification of a new site 

on Penguin Islet potentially indicates the island 

group and their resources were utilised more 

broadly than previously envisaged, suggesting a 

greater degree of mobility and use of the landscape 

and its resources.  

The results of the recorded natural and cultural 

risks indicate that the location of sites in relation to 

the coastline and their underlying geology were 

significant factors associated with the overall 

integrity and potential level of impact.  Although 

the majority of information on risks was gained 

from recording sites within the high-energy 

environment of the west coast of Hunter Island, 

the results suggest that coastal sites with an 

underlying rock shelf and/or that had some degree 

of shelter from the elements such as coastal cliffs 

had minimal impact from natural and cultural risks.  

Conversely and despite being located further from 

the coastline, sites located on the top of sand 

dunes were more exposed to both natural and 

cultural risks and were heavily impacted.  While 

requiring further validation, these results may 

indicate important physical factors which could be 

used to target and plan appropriate field survey, 

excavations and ongoing management 

considerations for Aboriginal heritage sites in high-

energy coastal environments.   

 

Plate 2. View south west of AH1989 – Hunter Island 

West Survey Area. 
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INTRODUCTION 

An Aboriginal cultural heritage survey was 

undertaken on Hunter and Stack Islands by 

members of AHT as part of the 2017 HSMT 

Project between 9 and 12 January 2017. The survey 

relocated, verified and recorded three previously 

recorded sites and three previously unrecorded 

sites on Hunter Island.  Three previously recorded 

sites on Stack Island were also relocated, verified 

and recorded with a potential new site identified 

on Penguin Islet.  

OBJECTIVES 

The objectives of the survey were to increase our 

knowledge and understanding of past Aboriginal life 

and use of the islands and to record the natural and 

cultural risks to Aboriginal heritage sites in coastal 

areas to gain a stronger understanding of the types 

of risks and elements or considerations that could 

guide the planning of future surveys of sites in 

coastal environments.   

 

 

Plate 3. View west of AH2036 within Stack Island survey 

area with Claire Keating.  Image provides illustration of 

constraints associated with ground surface visibility 

 

 

 

 

The objectives were to be achieved through: 

1. the relocation, verification and recording of 

previously identified Aboriginal heritage sites 

and, if encountered, the verification and 

detailed recording of new identified Aboriginal 

heritage sites within the target survey areas on 

Hunter and Stack Islands.  These sites were 

identified as having the potential to meet the 

overall objectives of the survey and the 

research questions;  

2. identification and recording of natural and 

cultural risks associated with sites; and 

3. completion of RPAS aerial surveys of the target 

survey areas to inform recorded observations 

on natural and cultural risks.  

In addition, the AHT team sought to identify 

opportunities for collaboration with other sections 

of the Natural and Cultural Heritage team involved 

in the HSMT survey particularly in relation to field 

work and data generation associated with the RPAS 
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BACKGROUND

Prior to this program the last significant study of 

the island’s archaeological resources had been 

carried out by Nedan in 1984 (see Nedan 1984).  

The HSMT Program therefore provided a valuable 

opportunity to verify and assess the condition of 

registered Aboriginal heritage on the island, as well 

as record new sites that may have been exposed as 

a result of 30 years of coastal erosion. 

ETHNO-HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

The earliest recorded evidence for Aboriginal 

occupation of the Hunter Island group can be found 

in the observations of Matthew Flinders who during 

his visit to Three Hummock Island in 1798 noted 

deserted fire-places strewn with abalone shells, 

although he did not report seeing any Aborigines 

(Flinders 1814; Bowdler 1974).  Subsequent visits 

to the area by explorers such as Baudin in 1801 

(Baudin 1974), Murray in 1802 (Lee 1915) also note 

the remnants of Aboriginal activity on the island, 

with   sealer Captain James Kelly who, while visiting 

Hunter Island in 1816, observing a group of “at 

least 50” on the southern coast of the island 

(Bowden 1964, Bowdler 1974). 

The journals of George Augustus Robinson provide 

the most detailed ethno-historic insight into 

Aboriginal use of the Hunter Island Group.  

Robinson visited the island in 1830 and 1832 in 

order to find a suitable location for the 

establishment of a colony to which the Tasmanian 

Aboriginal people would be “encouraged” to 

relocate.  Robinson’s observations indicate that by 

the time European settlers arrived in Tasmania, the 

Hunter Island group had been established as a 

seasonal resource zone, targeted especially for the 

abundant short-tailed shearwater (Ardenna 

tenuirostris) colonies on the western and southern 

coasts. 

PREVIOUS ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESEARCH 

Hunter Island is well known in Australian 

archaeology due to work completed by Sandra 

Bowdler at the Cave Bay Cave which provided the 

first definitive Pleistocene dates for human 

occupation in Tasmania.  This cave, along with 

more than 130 known archaeological sites across 

Hunter Island, are important for the study of 

human adaptation to changing climatic and 

environmental conditions throughout the past 

23,000 years (Bowdler 1979, 1984). 

The first archaeological description of Hunter 

Island was provided by A.L. Meston, an amateur 

archaeologist who visited the Hunter Island Group 

in 1934.  During his visit to the island Meston 

noted numerous shell middens around the coast, 

and a large cave on the east coast containing “shell 

middens and two deserted fireplaces” (Meston 1935).  

The abundant archaeological potential identified by 

Meston guided Sandra Bowdler in her decision to 

base her research on Aboriginal offshore island use 

at Hunter Island. 
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Plate 4. View AH1987 facing 

west of artefact concentration 

(Scale = 2m). 
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Bowdler’s interest in island economies was inspired 

by the work of Rhys Jones whose investigations at 

Rocky Cape uncovered a detailed sequence of 

occupation beginning shortly after post-glacial sea 

levels separated Tasmania from the mainland.  

Intrigued by the concept of Island Biogeography 

Theory (MacArthur and Wilson 1967; Simberloff 

1974), Jones began to consider the impact of 

“insular isolation” on the cultural technological and 

economic development of the Tasmanian 

Aborigines (Jones 1969, 1971, 1976, 1977).  From 

Jones’s work arose the question of Aboriginal 

occupation on Tasmania’s smaller offshore islands.  

Bowdler pursued this line of enquiry when she first 

began her research at Hunter Island in 1973.  

Bowdler made several visits to Hunter Island over 

eight years to document its archaeology.  In 1973 

Bowdler intensively surveyed approximately 19 

kilometres of the Hunter Island coast and some of 

the interior.  As a result of this extended field trip, 

129 Aboriginal sites were located and mapped, 

ranging from small superficial scatters of shell to 

large stabilized middens, and rockshelters including 

Cave Bay Cave (O’Connor 1980).  Over 

subsequent field seasons Bowdler carried out 

subsurface investigations at five sites: Rookery 

Rockshelter (AH30); Muttonbird Midden at Duck 

Bay on the west coast (AH28); a midden located at 

the center of the island named Stockyard Site 

(AH27); a midden with artefacts and possible hut 

depressions at Little Duck Bay also on the west 

coast (AH26) and Cave Bay Cave (AH31), on the 

east coast.

Bowdler’s excavation at Cave Bay Cave provided 

valuable insights into Tasmanian Aboriginal offshore 

island use.  During field work between 1973 and 

1975 Bowdler identified deep stratified deposits 

that indicated a discontinuous occupation sequence 

dating back approximately 23,000 years, making 

Cave Bay Cave the first Tasmanian archaeological 

site to be firmly dated to the Pleistocene.  

Bowdler’s findings revolutionized Australian 

archaeology by establishing a minimum date for 

human expansion into the southern reaches of the 

Australian continent.   

Plate 5. View AH1987 facing east towards quartzite 

outcrop with Ross Stanger.  
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The cave was continuously and intensively occupied 

until approximately 18,500 BP2 at which point it 

was effectively abandoned with only brief and 

sporadic episodes of occupation occurring over the 

next 12,000 years.  Intensive occupation resumes at 

approximately 6,600 BP, coinciding with the 

stabilization of sea levels to their present levels.  

Occupation continued for approximately 2,500 

years before being abandoned once again at 4000 

BP.  For the next 2,800 years, the shelter appears 

to have been only periodically visited until the final 

phase of intensive occupation which occurred 

between 2,500 and 1,000 years BP.  Cave Bay Cave 

was finally and permanently abandoned 

approximately 1,000 years BP (Bowdler 2015). 

DISCUSSION 

Bowdler’s work at Hunter Island unlocked further 

insight into Aboriginal occupation and economic 

practices since the Pleistocene.  The first hiatus in 

occupation at Cave Bay Cave was approximately 

18,000 years ago and corresponds with the height 

of the Last Glacial Maximum (LGM).  At that time 

sea levels were at their lowest and Bass Strait was 

a vast open plain connecting Tasmania to the 

Australian mainland and Hunter Island would have 

been a low hill on the Bassian Plain approximately 

50 km from the coast.  Evidence at Cave Bay 

suggests that the cold, arid conditions of the LGM 

forced the abandonment of the Bassian Plain for 

the coast, where resources were more reliable 

(Bowdler 1984).  As sea levels began to rise, the 

Bassian people (as Bowdler 2015 refers to the 

occupants of this region) continued to follow the 

retreating coastline with hills becoming the last 

refuges of the Bassian Plain (Bowdler 2015).  As the 

climate continued to warm, the sea levels rose and 

Hunter Hill became a coastal hill and eventually an 

island, as it is known today.  

The abandonment of Cave Bay Cave approximately 

4,000 years ago corresponds with findings of similar 

investigations in the eastern Bass Strait islands (Sim 

1994, 1998, 1999), indicating that broader 

environmental factors were operating.  Sim (1998) 

suggests that environmental conditions associated 

with the El Nino-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) 

between 5,000 and 3,000 years ago explain these 

changes in island occupation throughout Bass Strait.  

ENSO conditions created a colder climate with 

drier summers and less precipitation.  While the 

mainland Tasmanian groups were able to adapt to 

these conditions, Sim argues that this climatic shift 

overwhelmed the smaller island populations.  Some 

islands were abandoned as a result, while on 

others, remnant populations appear to have been 

stranded and died out as a consequence of 

depleted resources (Sim 1998; Bowdler 2015).  

 

 

 

                                                

2 Before Present. This is the most commonly utilized 

convention for referring to dates obtained through 

radiocarbon testing.  Before Present means before 1950 

which is when radiocarbon calibration curves were 

established. 



 

  

While this may explain the cessation of intensive 

occupation of the cave at this time, periodic short-

term visits approximately 3,300 years ago, indicate 

that the island was not entirely abandoned.  The 

question of what happened to the island’s 

inhabitants between 4,000 and 2,500 years ago, still 

remains unanswered in light of the current 

archaeological evidence. 

The final abandonment of Cave Bay Cave 1,000 

years ago, roughly coincides with initial occupation 

dates for the sites excavated by Bowdler on the 

west coast, and at the Stockyard Site.  These 

findings suggest that Cave Bay Cave may have been 

abandoned in favour of richer resources available 

on the west coast.  The results of Bowdler’s 

excavation at these sites indicates that the 

Aboriginal occupants of Hunter Island had altered 

their occupation and economic systems at this 

time.  All four sites were found to have been far 

less intensively utilized than Cave Bay Cave, thus 

indicating a system localized short term or seasonal 

use.   

Stockyard Site, meanwhile is situated directly 

between the western and eastern coasts, and was 

found to contain evidence of more intensive 

occupation and varied resource processing in 

comparison with coastal sites.  Excavation at this 

site revealed an archaeological assemblage 

dominated by pademelons, potoroos and 

bandicoots in addition to a variety of shellfish 

species, crayfish and seal.  Bowdler suggested that 

this site was occupied on a more regular basis as it 

would have afforded greater shelter during bad 

weather (Bowdler 1979).  In analyzing the animal 

bones retrieved during Bowdler’s excavation at 

Stockyard Site, O’Conner suggests that the 

diversity of food resources at this location is due to 

its location at the centre of the island within a 

valley which affords the easiest route between the 

west and east coasts (O’Connor 1980). 

 

Plate 7. View west of HSMT New Site 2. Exposed and 

eroded area of shell midden with large numbers of 

shearwater bones, quartzite stone artefacts and humic, 

charcoal rich layers evident (Scale = 2m). 
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

A number of research questions emerged from an 

assessment of previous studies and the survey 

objectives including:  

1. What was the nature of Aboriginal occupation 

on Hunter and Stack Island?  

2. What resources were exploited by Aboriginal 

people on the island and how does this inform 

our understanding of use and occupation? 

3. Can general observations be made regarding 

the use and/or occupation of different areas of 

Hunter Island by Aboriginal people? 

4. What are the natural and cultural risks to 

Aboriginal cultural heritage sites on Hunter and 

Stack Island and are there particular landscapes 

in which sites are at greater or less risk? 

5. Do different types of natural and cultural risks 

effect Aboriginal cultural heritage sites in 

different areas on the islands.  For example, are 

their differences between risks to sites on the 

west coast versus east coast of Hunter Island?  

 

Importantly, although the nature of the survey 

and time constraints did not enable a complete 

consideration of these questions, the survey 

was designed to contribute to existing 

knowledge in relation to these themes
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METHODOLOGY 

The Aboriginal cultural heritage survey for the 2017 

HSMT Program was undertaken in three distinct 

stages.  

STAGE 1 – DESKTOP AND BACKGROUND 

RESEARCH 

A desktop assessment and background research 

was completed prior to the commencement of the 

survey.  The aims of the assessment and research 

were to: 

• Gain an understanding of the cultural heritage 

sites and landscape of Hunter and Stack Islands;  

• review previous cultural heritage work 

completed;   

• identify research questions for the survey;   

• identify previously recorded sites that had the 

potential to answer the key research questions;  

• determine and establish survey areas that 

included previously identified sites that had the 

potential to examine natural and cultural risks 

to sites and operate the RPA; and 

• to increase knowledge and understanding of 

potential natural and cultural risks to Aboriginal 

heritage sites. 

• A significant component of the assessment and 

research included a literature review of 

previous cultural heritage work completed on 

Hunter and Stack Islands held by the Aboriginal 

Heritage Register (AHR).  Aside from 

determining appropriate research questions, 

this assessment also enabled a survey design by 

identifying suitable, previously recorded sites 

and associated survey areas (Figure 1) that 

had the potential to answer the objectives and 

research questions.  To ensure the best chance 

for the examination of research questions 

relating to natural and cultural risks the 

identification of these sites and survey areas 

considered factors such as: 

• The locations of the sites in relation to the high 
water mark; 

• the underlying geology at sites; 

• associated coastal features – i.e. sheltered bays, 
coastal shelves, rocky points; and 

• different locations within the island in which 
comparison of risk types could be conducted– 
for example west coast vs east coast of Hunter 
Island. 

Following these considerations, the recording of 

the following (see Table 1) previously identified 

sites was to be completed as part of the survey 

Survey area maps that included geological and soil 

features were compiled during Stage 1 for use in 

the fie 

Plate 6. View west of HSMT New Site 2. Exposed and 

eroded area of shell midden situated in centre of image 

with dark, humic and charcoal rich exposed shell midden 

layers also evident.  



 

 

Figure 1 previously recorded sites and associated survey areas



 

 

Figure 2



 

 

Table 1. Previously identified Aboriginal heritage (AH) sites to be recorded during survey. 

URVEY AREA SITE SITE TYPE COASTAL FEATURE/S 

Hunter Island East AH31 Occupied rockshelter Located on the edge of a coastal cliff face. Approximately 

25m from high water mark.  

AH356 Artefact scatter Located on low coastal dune. Sheltered section of a bay and 

approximately 100m from high water mark. 

AH1930 Shell midden (Deflated) Located in low coastal dune on edge of beach 

approximately 20m from high water mark. Unsheltered 

section of bay. 

AH1971 Shell midden (Deflated) and Artefact scatter Located in low coastal dune on edge of beach 

approximately 20m from high water mark. Unsheltered 

section of bay. 

AH4407 Non occupied rockshelter Located on low coastal dune approximately 150m from the 

high water mark. Unsheltered section of bay. 

AH4408 Non occupied rockshelter Located on low coastal dune approximately 50m from the 

high water mark. Unsheltered section of bay. 

Hunter Island West AH1987 Shell midden (Deflated) Located on elevated rocky point/shore platform. 

Approximately 15m from high water mark in an unsheltered 

area.  

AH1988 Shell midden Located on elevated rocky point/shore platform. 

Approximately 45m from high water mark in an unsheltered 

area. 

AH1989 Shell midden and Artefact scatter Located on elevated rocky point/shore platform. 

Approximately 100m from high water mark in an 

unsheltered area. 

AH1990 Shell midden Located on low coastal dune approximately 60m from high 

water mark. Unsheltered section of a bay. 

AH1993 Shell midden (Deflated) Located on low coastal dune approximately 120m from high 

water mark. Unsheltered section of a bay. 

AH1994 Shell midden and artefact scatter Located on elevated rocky point/shore platform. 

Approximately 15m from high water mark in a sheltered 

area of a bay.  

Stack Island AH2034 Shell midden (Deflated) Located on high watermark, low coastal dune in unsheltered 

bay. 

AH2035 Shell midden (Deflated) Located on high watermark, low coastal dune in unsheltered 

bay. 



 

 

AH2036 Shell midden (Deflated) Located on high watermark, low coastal dune in unsheltered 

bay. 

AH2037 Shell midden Located on high watermark on a low coastal rock platform 
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STAGE 2 – FIELD WORK (HUNTER AND 

STACK ISLAND) 

Stage 2 involved the completion of field surveys on 

both Hunter and Stack Island which were 

completed between 9 and 12 January by the 

Aboriginal Heritage Tasmania (AHT) team.  The 

field team relocated existing sites in the field using 

hand held GPS and previous site recording data.  

Sites were then verified as to whether they were 

an Aboriginal heritage site or a natural feature.  Site 

recording was completed to the standard outlined 

in the AHT Site Recording Guidelines with the use of 

the Site Recording Form (AHR).  Site details 

captured include: 

• Site and location details. 

• Site type. 

• Site contents (stone, bone, ochre etc). 

• Stone artefact typology, raw materials and 
numbers. 

• Site size including capture of site polygon 
(boundary). 

• Site description. 

• Site condition. 

• Environment and landscape. 

• Visibility. 

• Site plans and images 

A detailed description was also completed on 

natural and cultural risks associated with the site.  

STAGE 3 – REPORTING  

The final stage involved the production of a report 

which included the analysis of data obtained from 

the field survey and review and revisit of previous 

cultural heritage work on the island compiled 

during the desktop phase.   

LIMITATIONS AND CONSTRAINTS 

A significant constraint to the effective 

consideration of the survey objectives was the 

limited information available on Aboriginal heritage 

sites on Hunter and Stack Islands within the AHR.  

While archaeological field work in the 1970s and 

1980s had resulted in the recording of over 130 

sites and a small number of sites were recorded 

and excavated, a significant number of sites had 

very basic levels of recording completed often only 

including aspects such as the site type and location.  

The main constraint that limited the ability of the 

team to complete the field survey component was 

inclement weather conditions.  This reduced the 

proposed length of the survey from five days to 

four days, and restricted direct access to the 

western side of the island where the survey area 

‘Hunter Island Survey Area West’ was situated.  

These constraints brought about the revision of the 

initial survey plan with the results provided below.  

Ground surface visibility was another constraint 

encountered by the field survey.  The ground 

surface visibility ranged from 10-50% at sites and 

varied across individual sites depending on levels of 

erosion and vegetation coverage.  
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RESULTS  

The limitations and constraints associated with 

inclement weather and associated accessibility by 

boat brought the revision of the initial survey plan 

by the AHT team.  This revision included a 

renewed focus on the completion of work in two 

of the three surveys areas (Hunter Island West 

Survey Area and Slack Island Survey Area), the 

recording of both previously identified and new 

sites outside of survey areas but which were 

accessible and identified as providing the 

opportunity to inform the survey objectives and 

research questions, and the cancellation of RPAS.  

As a consequence of the revised survey strategy, 

no recording was undertaken on sites within the 

Hunter Island East Survey Area and therefore the 

consideration and the comparison of different types 

of risks in relation to different locations (west coast 

vs east coast of Hunter Island) was not completed 

(Research Question 5).  In addition, and despite the 

revision to the survey plan, a number of sites in the 

Hunter West Survey Area and Stack Island survey 

were not recorded due to time constraints. 

 

 

 

Plate 8. View south east of AH2035. Site situated on low 

coastal dune just above the high water mark with evidence 

of significant impact to site from natural risks including 

storm surge 

 

The survey relocated, verified and recorded three 

previously recorded and three newly identified 

Aboriginal heritage sites on Hunter Island.  These 

sites were recorded within and near the Hunter 

West Island Survey Area (AH1987, AH1989, 

Hunter Island West 2), near Little Duck Bay 

(AH2031, Hunter Island West 1) and at the South 

end of Hunter Island (Hunter Island West 3).  In 

addition, three previously recorded sites on Stack 

Island were relocated, verified and recorded 

(AH2034, AH2035 and AH2036) with a potential 

new site identified on Penguin Islet (Penguin Islet 

1). Table 2 below lists previously identified sites 

recorded, previously identified sites not recorded 

and newly identified sites recorded outside of the 

original survey design. In addition, the natural and 

cultural risks associated with Aboriginal heritage 

sites were identified and recorded for all recorded 

sites.  The results associated with sites and 

associated risks are outlined in Table 3: 
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Table 2. Previously identified Aboriginal heritage (AH) sites recorded, not recorded and newly identified sites recorded. 

 

 

SURVEY AREA SITE RECORDED (YES/NO) 

Hunter Island East AH31 No 

AH356 No 

AH1930 No 

AH1971 No 

AH4407 No 

AH4408 No 

Hunter Island West AH1987 Yes 

AH1988 No 

AH1989 Yes 

AH1990 No 

AH1993 No 

AH1994 No 

Stack Island AH2034 Yes 

AH2035 Yes 

AH2036 Yes 

AH2037 No 

Little Duck Bay Hunter Island West 1 Yes 

Hunter Island (West Coast) - near Hunter West Survey Area Hunter Island West 2 Yes 

Hunter Island (West Coast) – southern end of island Hunter Island West 3 Yes 

Little Duck Bay AH2031 Yes 
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Table 3. Aboriginal Heritage Sites recorded in Hunter Island West Survey Area  

LOCATION SITE 

NAME 

SITE TYPE AND 

SIZE 

PREVIOUSLY 

IDENTIFIED OR 

NEWLY IDENTIFIED 

DESCRIPTION IDENTIFIED 

NATURAL AND 

CULTURAL RISKS 

AND IMPACTS 

Hunter West 

Survey Area 

AH1987 Quarry, Artefact 

scatter, Shell midden  

 

100m (NE-SW) by 

30m (NW-SE).   

Previously identified. The site comprises a shell midden and artefact 

scatter and is located on an elevated coastal 

rock shelf/rock platform on the west coast of 

Hunter Island.  

 

The site includes two distinct outcrops (south 

west and centre) of quartzite in which raw 

materials have been sourced for artefact 

manufacture. Two distinct artefact 

concentrations are located in close association 

with these outcrops. The shell midden 

component of the site extends across the site 

with the main concentration of midden 

material in the centre of the site in between the 

two outcrops.   

Wind and water (rainfall 

and storm surge) causing 

erosion mainly in centre 

of site. 

 

Limited disturbance from 

cattle in south and central 

portions of the site. 

AH1989 Artefact scatter, Shell 

midden  

 

30m (NE-SW) by 10m 

(NW-SE)   

Previously identified. The site comprises a shell midden and artefact 

scatter located on the top and eastern edge of a 

low coastal sand dune approximately 60m 

north east of the high water mark (west coast 

of Hunter Island).  

 

The midden feature extends across the site 

with the main concentration of midden 

material in the centre of the site.  Shellfish and 

Wind and water (rainfall 

and storm surge) causing 

erosion  

 

Limited disturbance from 

cattle in centre of the site. 



 

South Hunter and Stack Island • Natural and Cultural Survey •2017 

109 

quartzite stone artefacts noted throughout the 

site. 

Hunter Island (West 

Coast) -near Hunter 

West Survey Area 

Hunter 

Island 

West 2 

Artefact Scatter, Shell 

midden. 

 

70m (N-S) by 30m (E-

W). 

Newly identified. The site comprises a shell midden and 

artefact scatter approximately 400m from the 

high water mark (west coast of Hunter 

Island). 

 

The site has been highly disturbed by natural 

process with the central section of the shell 

midden ‘blown out’ and eroded.  The site 

contains a large number of bones from short-

tailed shearwaters (estimated minimum 

number of visible bones 1000) and a number 

of quartzite stone artefacts. 

Wind and water (rainfall 

and storm surge) causing 

extensive erosion.   

 

Limited disturbance by 

short tail shearwater 

birds in centre of the site. 
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Little Duck Bay Hunter 

Island 

West 1 

Artefact Scatter, Shell 

midden. 

 

12m (N-S) by 8m (E-

W) 

Newly identified. The site comprises a small, discrete midden 

and artefact scatter located on the western 

edge of a low sand dune. The dune itself is 

situated approximately 150m east of the 

coastline (high water mark - west coast of 

Hunter Island).  

 

The shell midden extends across a portion of 

the western edge of the dune, with erosion 

causing the exposure of a section/profile of 

the midden. The exposed section/profile 

contains several dark humic/charcoal rich 

layers, a number of quartzite artefacts and 

shellfish observed within the profile. 

Wind and water (rainfall 

and storm surge) causing 

erosion. 

 

Disturbance from Cattle 

in centre of the site. 

AH2031 Hut depression. 

8m (N-S) by 6m (E-

W). 

Previously identified. The site comprises a potential hut depression 

located on the west coast of Hunter Island.  

Approximately 120m south of the coastline 

(high water mark - - west coast of Hunter 

Island).  

 

Note: The team were unable to verify whether 

the site was the hut depression previously 

recorded.  In addition, it was inconclusive as 

to whether the site was a hut depression.  

Limited wind and water 

(rainfall and storm surge) 

causing erosion.   

Hunter Island (West 

Coast) – southern 

end of island 

Hunter 

Island 

West 3 

Shell midden 

 

30m (NE-SW) by 

15m (NW-SE) 

Newly identified. The site comprises a shell midden on a 

coastal rock platform that extends from the 

coastline (high water mark) to a low coastal 

dune in the north east (west coast of Hunter 

Wind and water (rainfall 

and storm surge) has 

caused erosion. 
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Island towards the southern end of the 

island).   

 

The site contains shellfish and burnt shell.  A 

large amount of fragmented shell was noted 

suggesting natural impacts associated with 

storm surge due to its proximity to high water 

mark).  

Disturbance from short-

tailed shearwater 

burrowing in north east 

of the site. 

Stack Island AH2034 Shell midden 

(Deflated). 

 

60m (NW-SE) by 

30m (NE-SW). 

Previously identified. The site comprises a deflated shell midden 

and is located on the west coast of Stack 

Island towards the southern end of the Island. 

The site is situated on a low coastal sand dune 

on the edge of the high-water mark.  

 

The site contains shellfish, with a large 

amount of material fragmented within the site 

and on the high water mark suggesting 

natural impacts associated with storm surge. 

A large shearwater rookery is located under 

the site.  

Wind and water (rainfall 

and storm surge) that has 

caused significant 

erosion.   

 

Extensive disturbance 

from short-tail 

shearwaters burrowing 

throughout the site. 

AH2035 Shell midden  

(Deflated). 

 

80m (NW-SE) by 

35m (NE-SW) 

Previously identified. The site comprises a deflated shell midden 

and is located on the west coast of Stack 

Island towards the southern end of the Island. 

The site is situated on a low coastal sand dune 

on the edge of the high-water mark. 

 

The site contains edible shellfish with a large 

amount fragmented suggesting natural risks 

and impacts associated with storm surge.  A 

Wind and water (rainfall 

and storm surge) that has 

caused significant 

erosion.   

 

Extensive disturbance 

from short-tailed 

shearwater throughout 

the site. 
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large shearwater rookery is located under the 

site which has caused significance 

disturbance to both the ground surface and 

underlying stratigraphic materials.  

AH2036 Shell midden  

(Deflated). 

 

40m (N-S) by 35m (E-

W) 

Previously identified. The site comprises a deflated shell midden 

and is located on the west coast of Stack 

Island towards the southern end of the Island. 

 

The site contains edible shellfish, with a large 

amount of fragmented shell noted within the 

site and on the high water mark to the 

southern and western boundaries. This 

suggests natural risks and impacts associated 

with storm surge. A large shearwater rookery 

is located under the site which has caused 

significance disturbance to both the ground 

surface and underlying stratigraphic 

materials.  

Wind and water (rainfall 

and storm surge) that has 

caused significant 

erosion.   

 

Extensive disturbance 

from short-tailed 

shearwaters burrowing 

throughout the site. 

Penguin Islet Penguin 

Islet  

Shell midden (?) Newly identified. Potential shell midden. Further verification 

and recording required.  

Unknown 

 

 



 

 South Hunter and Stack Island • Natural and Cultural Survey •2017  

113 113 

DISCUSSION 

The recording undertaken as part of the HSMT 

Program has contributed to increasing current data, 

knowledge and understanding of Aboriginal 

occupation and use of Hunter and Stack Islands and 

improved understanding the natural and cultural 

risks associated with coastal sites.  The recording 

of sites completed has added significant additional 

data to the AHR which will aid in future surveys 

and research within the Hunter Island group.   

While all recording completed has contributed to 

increasing existing datasets, the results from two 

sites are of particular importance in contributing to 

knowledge and understanding of the nature of 

Aboriginal occupation, activities and use of 

resources.  The first site is located on the west 

coast of Hunter Island (AH1987) and contains 

evidence for raw material resourcing and 

manufacture.  While the likely resourcing and 

manufacture of artefacts on Hunter Island has been 

noted by previous studies, this site provides direct 

evidence of these activities which contributes to 

our understanding of Aboriginal people’s use of 

island resources and activities particularly on the 

Hunter Island’s west coast.  The second site is 

newly identified Aboriginal heritage site Hunter 

Island West 2 which included evidence of the 

targeted exploitation of a faunal resource (short-

tailed shearwater or muttonbird), a species that 

remain prevalent on the island.  While recording 

and excavation have identified the presence of this 

species on the Island previously, the high numbers 

of faunal remains for this individual species 

approximately 1,000 individual bones were noted at 

this site indicate the possible targeting of the 

species by Aboriginal people at this location.  This 

site may support previous theories concerning 

Aboriginal people’s use of Hunter Island’s west 

coast island for targeted seasonal resource 

exploitation and site specific economic strategies, 

as opposed to use within other areas of both of the 

island and mainland which provide evidence for 

more intensive occupation and varied resource 

processing (Stockyard site). 

The potential identification of an Aboriginal shell 

midden site on Penguin Islet (Penguin Islet 1) also 

contributes further data and knowledge on 

Aboriginal use of the island group.  While 

numerous sites have been identified on a number of 

the small islands surrounding Hunter Island, the 

potential site on Penguin Islet, which is very small, 

suggests that Aboriginal people perhaps 

opportunistically utilised an available if somewhat 

small resource.  Importantly, this use may provide 

further support to previous studies that suggest 

that the surrounding islands and sections of the 

resource rich west coast were used seasonally for 

short periods of time for specific resource 

exploitation.  This lends support to the theory that 

Aboriginal people may have based themselves at 

sites such as the Stockyard site or on the mainland 

with sites such as this, used and exploited 

intermittently when resources were required. 
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While the majority of sites recorded as part of this 

survey were on the west coast of Hunter Island 

and Stack Islands, general observations can be made 

in relation to natural and cultural risks associated 

with Aboriginal heritage sites.  The recorded 

results of the natural and cultural risks indicate that 

the location of sites in relation to the coast line and 

underlying geology were significant factors 

associated with both their overall integrity and 

potential level of impact.  Despite the high-energy 

coastline, those recorded close to the coast on 

features such as shore platforms that had an 

underlying rock shelf/hard bedrock and were 

somewhat sheltered had minimal impact from 

natural and cultural risks. This includes Hunter 

Island West 3, which although had evidence for 

broken shells, was largely intact due to its location 

on a rock shelf.  Conversely, those sites recorded 

that were further back from the coastline and were 

typically located on the top of sand dune were 

often severely impacted and exposed to both 

natural and cultural risks particularly those posed 

by wind, cattle or short-tailed shearwaters (Hunter 

Island West 2).  On Stack Island significant natural 

impacts were observed at three heritage sites 

(AH2034, AH2035 and AH2036) which, although 

located close to the coast, has limited shelter and 

were located on low lying sand dunes.  This damage 

was compounded by short-tailed shearwater 

colonies which have caused heavy disturbance to 

the recorded sites on Stack Island. 

Although further investigation is required, these 

observations are important as they can contribute 

and inform desktop work undertaken prior to field 

investigations.  If accurate these natural elements 

should be considered in relation to site survey and 

potential excavations in other high-energy 

coastlines such as within the Tasmanian Wilderness 

World Heritage Area.  In addition, the results of 

the survey indicate that disturbance from bird 

rookeries, particularly short-tailed shearwaters can 

have a significant impact on sites and overall 

integrity.  The stronger the determination of 

potential site integrity prior to commencing field 

work the more focused the management resources 

and field resources can be targeted at effective 

Aboriginal site management.  

 

Plate 9. View south west of AH1989 with Ross Stanger.  

Despite being in close proximity to the coast, there is 

limited impact from natural and cultural risks noted at 

AH1989 with site located on rock shelf/platform 
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Travel award 

recipient 

reports 
James Ranstead 

Whilst walking down Lincoln Universities’ Ecology 

Department hall back in April 2016, I stumbled 

across a small poster on the wall. “Join the Hamish 

Saunders Memorial Trust (HSMT) ecological survey 

on one of Tasmania’s offshore islands”, it read. 

Surely this is too good to be true. Nevertheless, I 

followed the Facebook page intently and sent in my 

application later in the year. A couple of weeks 

later I was contacted by Andy Saunders, for an 

interview, and a few days later, I got confirmation; I 

was crossing the ditch. At the time, I was out 

cycling the East Cape and broke out into a 

celebratory shriek in front of a pair of startled 

tourist’s! 

As a second going on third year ecology student, I 

really didn’t think I would get the scholarship. In 

fact, applying was more a move to perhaps get 

selectors to know me, in the hope of improving my 

chances in years to come. The power of simply 

applying myself was beginning to show. 

After a whirlwind week of passport renewals and 

flight bookings, my fellow naturalist Kirsty Myron 

and I were on a plane destined for Hobart, and 

were greeted by the small mammal expert Elise 

Dewar who presented us both a book on the birds 

and mammals of Tasmania. Awesome. The next 

couple of days involved travelling to the opposite 

(north-west) side of Tasmania, and catching a 

chartered boat out to our ultimate destination, 

Hunter Island. Although it was a significantly long 

trip, driving through eucalyptus open woodland was 

hugely interesting, as was talking to the trip leader 

Ross Monash about the natural history of many of 

Tasmania’s native species. 

We reached the island at midday, and after a 

thorough clean-up of what was clearly a boys hut, 

we set up a number of small mammal traps, 

cameras and waxtags around the islands peninsula, 

and undertook bird counts. The number of short-

tailed shearwater burrows was astounding, and so 

too, were the masses of shearwaters flying in at 

dusk, screeching at one another as we were trying 

to get some sleep. Sitting around the deck with the 

multi-talented crew watching the birds come in, the 

quote from the movie The Castle came into my 

mind, “How’s the serenity? Not a sound”.  

The next day, Sue Robinson and I went for a 

reconnaissance mission on the nearby Stack Island 

(still a part of the Hunter Island group), and made a 

number of noteworthy finds. First, the uncertainty 

around the presence of rabbits was put to rest 

when rabbit scats and a jaw bone were found 

beneath a cliff face. Second, a journey to the top 

pinnacle of the island led us to a little blue penguin 

burrow, beneath the literal top most rock of the 

island! Finally, and most importantly, whilst at the 

penguin burrow, two skinks were spotted, and a 

third caught later on, (all thought to be three lined 
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skinks), an unexpected surprise as lizards weren’t 

thought to be on the island at all. The following 

day, Sue, Kirsty, Enya (a DPIPWE intern from the 

Netherlands), and I went to the tiny Penguin Islet. 

Caspian terns, short-tailed shearwaters, fairy 

prions, white faced petrels, pelicans, albatross, gulls, 

and a number of land birds greeted us; this was 

most definitely a birders paradise, and all confined 

to a tiny three-hectare islet. Later that afternoon, 

we visited the well-known Hunter Island sea cave, 

the site where a raft of important archaeological 

finds have been made in the past 

Due to ugly weather forecasts we had to cut the 

trip a day short, and so in the morning we all went 

and did some work, and packed up and left that 

afternoon, leaving what felt like a tropical island, a 

place I had developed an affinity with over such a 

short period of time. Besides the incredible field 

work highlights, there were a number of other 

points that made the trip such a huge success. 

Assembling a team of highly skilled, diverse 

professionals, allowed the passing of knowledge 

from each individual’s wealth of experience, and 

allowed us volunteers to soak it all up. From small 

mammal experts and botanists (my particular 

passions), to birders, geomorphologists, marine 

biologists and even archaeologists. For example, 

learnings from the archaeologists helped us realise 

the aboriginal history on the island, and its 

significance today, and applying this newly acquired 

knowledge we even identified a previously 

unrecorded Aboriginal midden on Penguin Islet. 
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James on Stack Island with penguin chick. Photo Sue Robinson 

 

 



 

South Hunter and Stack Island • Natural and Cultural Survey •2017  

120 

 

As a student of New Zealand’s university of land, 

my studies are primarily terrestrial based. Delving 

into coastal and marine environments was 

therefore a huge learning curve and widened my 

thought process drastically. A number of times I 

literally had to pinch myself to make sure that I 

wasn’t dreaming, such as whilst standing atop a 

rocky outcrop overlooking grassland with a bird in 

a burrow beneath practically each tussock, or in 

amongst a recently burnt heathland listening to 

banjo frogs in the adjacent coastal wetland.  

As opposed to todays ‘conservation for outcomes’ 

mentality, this trip felt like a step back in time to 

the days of early naturalists, in where the work 

carried out is done simply to see what’s there, 

tying in adventure, surprise, wonder, and for me 

personally, confirmation of ‘why’ I chose the 

ecologist path. Simply outstanding.  

 

A sincere thankyou goes out to the team behind 

the HSMT. To provide such an incredible trip year 

after year for two lucky volunteers is an amazing 

feat, and you should all feel proud of yourselves, as 

I am sure Hamish would. To the DPIPWE staff, 

thank you all for being so approachable and helpful, 

and for being so keen on sharing your knowledge 

and nurturing us young ecologists. Your passion for 

what you do is inspiring, and the department is very 

lucky to have you all. 

This trip has been a huge step for me as an 

ecologist, and while sitting on the plane home 

writing this reflection, I know I will cherish this 

experience for many years to come. My passion for 

Australia has grown immensely, as has island 

conservation, and so who knows, maybe I’ll be back 

and have more to do with Hunter Island in the 

future.  

 Ka kite ano from one lucky kiwi!
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A REFLECTION OF MY TIME SURVEYING THE 

ISLANDS IN THE HUNTER ISLAND GROUP 

Kirsty Myron 

The annual Hamish Saunders trip led by the 

Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water 

and Environment (DPIPWE) and supported by the 

Hamish Saunders Memorial Trust (HSMT) has been 

an amazing experience exploring North West 

Tasmania’s Hunter Island Group.This has been an 

exciting project, a trip of a lifetime, working with 

some of Tasmania’s leading experts on Tasmania’s 

remote islands of Hunter, Stack and Penguin Islet.  

Though the team completed all surveys planned, 

the trip was no walk in the park. Hunter Island is 

not an easy place to access or conduct fieldwork.  

The team had to approach the sandy shore and 

rocky bluffs of the island by a small boat — without 

the luxury of wharfs or docks.  So, you may be 

wondering, “How did we get on and off the 

islands?” often by a nice dip in the turbulent Bass 

Strait. We jumped from a small boat onto a rocky 

shore or waded through the waves. On the first 

day, we hauled all our equipment, numerous heavy 

water barrels and backpacks from the boat onto 

rocks, then straight up a burrow pocked sandy hill 

to an old mutton-birders hut, our home for the 

week.  Needless to say, that took a while and I 

don’t think the short-tailed shearwaters 

(muttonbirds) were that impressed with us trying 

to dodge their sandy homes in the colony that 

conveniently surrounded the hut. Fun times ahead! 

In the field, the team braved hot weather 

conditions, difficult terrain (e.g. sharp rocks!), and 

thick horizontal vegetation, not to mention the 

shearwater burrows. In an attempt to avoid a fall 

while surveying shearwater burrows, I tore my 

trousers in the most unforgiving place and 

toughened by hands by grabbing sharp leaves and 

rocks. I’d also forgotten how strong the sun was in 

Australia after living in the UK for a few years and 

was promptly sunburnt after ten minutes on the 

boat, oops!  Little did I know this was to become 

the daily routine of surveying these islands. Upon 

investigating a cave steeped with Aboriginal 

heritage in aptly named Cave Bay on Hunter Island, 

a near vertical climb was required through 

windswept coastal tea tree, Acacia mucronata and 

Eucalyptus nitida. It was all worth it as we were 

greeted by grey fantails and blown away with the 

fantastic view back over to Penguin Islet to the 

north. It was during this short romp up the cliff that 

I made my first acquaintance with these hardy, 

often sharp, horizontal plants that are common 

around the coastal areas of eastern Hunter Island. 

By the end of my time on the islands, I was covered 

in nicks and cuts, scrapes and bruises thanks to my 

time spent clambering over and up rocks, through 

scrub and by the wildlife! Who knew surveying 

could be this tough?!  

6,500+ islands, islets, rocky stacks have been 

identified around Tasmania and many of them are 

remote understudied islands. We had the 

opportunity to visit three; Hunter and Stack Islands 

and Penguin Islet. These islands have been identified 

by BirdLife International as Important Bird Areas 

because they support over 1% of the world 

populations of Cape Barren geese, short-tailed 

shearwaters, black-faced cormorants, sooty 

oystercatchers and Pacific gulls. Setting out from 
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our trusty hut on Hunter Island we jetted across 

the Hunter Passage to Stack Island and spotted a 

shy albatross and white-bellied sea eagle soaring 

above us. Not only were we lucky to see all the 

latter species but were also able to survey the 

population density of shearwaters and see a Cape 

Barren goose on its nest on Penguin Islet. The 

shearwaters were not that impressed with us 

inspecting their burrows though and we were often 

given a sharp nip to our fingers – serves us right for 

sticking our arm down a burrow, right?!  To top 

this off I spotted two little blue penguins, one on 

Stack Island and the other on Penguin Islet, with 

their chicks likely to be only a few weeks old. 

Visiting Penguin Islet also gave us a unique 

opportunity to see the breeding grounds of the 

Australian Pelican and although we didn’t see any 

nesting, we spotted one off the north tip of the 

islet foraging and annoying the black-faced 

cormorant’s colony.

Tasmania is plagued by several introduced pests 

and diseases similarly to New Zealand and employs 

strict biosecurity measures to mitigate against 

them, even between the Australian mainland and 

Tasmania. A phytophthora strain, Phytophthora 

cinnamoni, was introduced probably by early 

European settlers and is now widespread 

throughout the state affecting many plant species 

across several ecosystems. Phytophthora was 

present on Hunter Island around the hut we were 

staying in and I was often caught out trying to 

balance on one leg whilst spraying disinfectant on 

the other boot and at one point I fell on a tent – 

apologies to that tentee!  This draws parallels with 

the devastating impacts of the phytophthora strain 

killing New Zealand's’ giant Kauri (Agathis australis) 

trees and the measures developed to control Kauri 

dieback. Myrtle rust is another example of an 

unwanted disease recently confirmed on Tasmania, 

causing serious effects on a large number of native 

plant species. Luckily this rust is yet to be 

confirmed in New Zealand but is currently on the 

high alert list for a possible invasion. These 

examples highlighted to me that Tasmania and New 

Zealand flora and fauna research can continue to 

learn from each other and that it is important 

strong research ties persist to enhance and foster 

conservation initiatives into the future.
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Another point that really came home to me was 

the amount of plastic we came across, put quite 

simply; I was appalled by the amount of plastic on 

the shoreline. These islands are remote but yet are 

impacted upon by our plastic pollution which is 

drifting over from all corners of the planet. While 

some areas appeared pristine, others are not, and 

areas open to more swell and the wind reveal the 

truth of the global problem we are facing. For 

example the western side of Hunter Island, is 

littered with examples of plastic swept over from 

Asia and further afield. Drastic changes are 

required and it will be interesting to see where 

technology leads to combat this issue which seems 

to be growing at an alarming rate.  

Thanks Hamish, the HSMT has immortalised your 

passion for conservation and will continue to 

support and grow future ecologists in New Zealand 

and develop our knowledge of understudied 

Tasmanian Islands.  DPIPWE provided expertise 

and resources to help make this project happen 

and I will be forever grateful for this experience.  I 

encourage all recent graduates to apply for future 

HSMT island trips as this journey has reconfirmed 

my passion and drive to continue my career path in 

Ecology and hopefully work on similar island 

surveying projects worldwide. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


