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Not One, But Two Atlantic Yellow-nosed
Albatross Sightings
By Brook Whylie

Atlantic Yellow-nosed Albatross
sightings are extremely rare in
Australia, with only two previously
confirmed records (one from
Wollongong back in 1986). There
have been a number of unconfirmed sightings, but even so,
they are not often seen, especially on the east coast of
Australia.

we had another (or perhaps the
same bird). This time, all on board
had excellent views, much to the
relief of those who had missed it
the previous month.
Submissions are being prepared
for both sightings.

Most passengers on the
July 2014 trip were delighted when one was observed at the continental
shelf, although one SOSSA regular missed it,
much to his dismay!
Perhaps unbelievably, the
next trip, a month later,
The Atlantic Yellow-nosed Albatross sighted on the
July 2014 SOSSA trip. Photo: Duade Paton

MERRY CHRISTMAS AND A HAPPY AND
SAFE 2015 TO ALL SOSSA’S MEMBERS AND
FRIENDS
From the Committee and Staff at

SOSSA is proudly
supported by:

SOSSA
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Band Recoveries
There have been a few interesting band
recoveries over the past year, including
Wandering Albatross Band No 140-33214.
This bird was first banded at Bellambi
NSW, as an adult, by S.G. (Bill) Lane on
August 12 1979. It was re-trapped aboard
the Sandra K by L.E. Smith and Darryl
Mackay on September 6th 2014. This is
the first time the bird had been re-trapped
since it was originally banded. The bird is
thought to be 40+ years old and is one of
the oldest Wandering Albatrosses on the
New South Wales Albatross Study Groups
data base.

PELAGIC REPORTS
***** Please note *****

Pelagic reports will no longer be printed
with the newsletter.
You will need check the reports on the
web site .

Sooty Oystercatcher

Band No. 1010564
On December 27th 1992 this band was
placed on a Sooty Oystercatcher chick on
Flinder’s Island No.4 in the Five Islands
Group.
The chick was banded as part of an ongoing study of the Sooty Oystercatcher, it’s population, breeding biology and dispersal from the
Five Islands Nature Reserve.
This bird was recovered by Penelope Thompson
on September 4th 2014. Penny came across a
bird dead whilst walking her dog on Fairy Meadow Beach, NSW. Fearing her dog would roll in
the dead bird, she gave it a wide berth.
Two days later she again noticed the bird dead
on the beach. This time she took the time to investigate it further. To her surprise, she noted
that this bird was an endangered Sooty Oystercatcher and that this one had a band on its leg.
Penelope was certain that some one would be
very interested to know of the birds demise. So
she collected the now smelly carcass and
wrapped it up in a plastic bag. She then contacted the Australian Seabird Rescue, South
Coast branch who advised her to contact SOSSA H.Q.
We were able to advise Penelope and Betty that
at the time of its death the bird was a very health
21+ years old and had possibly bred several
times in past seasons and may have bred this
season had it not encountered this untimely,
needless and cruel death.

Sooty Oystercatcher. Photo: Penelope Thompson

DONATIONS
Thank you to the people below
for their very kind donations.
Donations are integral to allowing the continuation of the valuable work on our precious wildlife. So thanks again to:
MICHAEL KENNDEY
Humane Society International

Harry Battam
Elizabeth Field
Peter Crabtree
Roslyn Hanson
Alan Rogers
Graham Morgan
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Pygmy Killer Whales off Wollongong,
Sydney and Port Stephens, NSW
By L. E. Smith

For many years, particularly since the 1980’s,
Pygmy Killer Whales have been sighted off
the coast of NSW. Most sightings have come
from pelagic trips run by the Southern Oceans
Seabird Study Association from Ulladulla and
Wollongong, since 1994. Prior to this pelagic
trips had been run from Wollongong on an ad
hock basis by various people since the late
1970s.
Hal Epstein and Roger McGovern have run
the Sydney Pelagic Trips for many years and
have often reported sighting Pygmy Killer
Whales. They have been regularly reported at
Brown’s Mountain (a sea mount) off Sydney in
recent years (Steve Anyon-Smith pers com).

Sometimes, in calm conditions, the animals
can be found loafing on the surface, maybe
asleep, or perhaps sunning themselves? At
other times they can be seen swimming leisurely along at the surface, almost bow riding. This allows for good views of the animals thus making identification much easier
and allowing for clear photographs to be
obtained.
Little is known of the habits or distribution
of Pygmy Killer Whales world wide. It appears to be widely distributed in tropical
and warm subtropical waters world wide
but their range is not well known.
The very few records from Australian waters are south to 35 degrees off the
NSW and Western Australian coasts
Strandings have been recorded from
NSW and W.A. (Peter Menkhorst and
Frank Knight 2009). In February 1973, a
calf 1.1metres long was captured in the
surf at Kingscliffe, NSW, it is the only
specimen record. (Ref Alan N Baker
1983).
It’s status is unknown, however it is believed to be uncommon or rare throughout its range.
Continued on page 4.

Photo by Lindsay E. Smith

Mick Roderick has also reported seeing these small whales from pelagic
trips run from Port Stephens in recent
years.
Pygmy Killer Whales are the smallest
of all “Whales”. Growing to a maximum
length of 2.8 metres they are mostly
encountered in the region of the Continental Shelf and beyond.
They are generally encountered in
small pods of 10-12 animals, though
groups of 40 or more maybe encountered on occasion.

Photo by Professor Rob Harcourt.
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Pygmy Killer Whales continued from page 4.

reported from Southport. Sometimes in very
large pods of several hundred individuals.
It is uncommon in our region though there (Paul Walbridge pers com).
may possibly be a small resident population
off our coast. Several animals showing distinc- The Melon-headed Whale has rarely been
tive individual damage to the dorsal and pec- reported from our region along the south
toral fins have been observed on several oc- east coast of NSW. However standings
have occurred in the past on beaches of
casions between Wollongong and Sydney.
northern NSW.
It is interesting to note that Paul Walbridge
(SOSSA Representative for Queensland), who By joining a pelagic trip on the coast of
has organised and lead the Southport pelagic NSW you may well be fortunate and entrips for many years, has not reported sighting counter these little known marine mammals.
Pygmy Killer Whales from the Southport pe- Note: Several other species of little known
lagic trips. Yet the very similar Melon-headed Whales have also been reported from east
coast pelagic trips.
Whale Peponocephala electra is frequently

Five Islands Nature Reserve
Seabird Habitat Restoration
It has taken some time for the seabird breeding habitat restoration programme to get underway on the Five Islands Nature Reserve.
Over the past few decades the vegetation
has undergone major changes in diversity
and abundance. This is particularly true due
to the many weeds which have colonised the
Five Islands Nature Reserve
The introduced Ki Ku Yu grass has had a
devastating effect on the Little Penguin and
shearwater colonies. The birds (particularly
the chicks) are becoming trapped in the stolons and roots of this weed, which can and
do obstruct breeding burrows. The entrapped
birds are dying a slow and pitiful death from
starvation.
Banding studies of Little Penguins
conducted on the islands by SOSSA
have indicated that Little Penguin
numbers have declined significantly
on the islands since the 1990s.
This has been most noticeable on Big
Island No.1 when searching for burrows during Wedge-tailed Shearwater
chick banding studies. The number of
sightings of Little Penguins at sea
have also decreased significantly in
recent years (SOSSA pelagic trip data).
Big Island No. 1. Photo: L. E. Smith

NSW Parks & Wildlife Service, with the assistance of volunteers, are currently undertaking a three year vegetation management
trial on Big Island No 1. 2014-2017 in an
effort to establish “Weed Free” seabird
breeding habitat and halting further degradation of the islands and their sea and
shorebird populations.

It is hoped that these trials, will encourage
the White-faced Storm-petrel Pelagodroma
marina to return to and re-colonise the island.
The White-faced Storm-petrel has formerly
bred on Big Island and Martin Island prior to
the 1980s. The species has been recorded
breeding on nearby Flinders Island in small
numbers as recently as 2010 (L.E. Smith
pers observation).
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Another Green Turtle
From Lake Illawarra NSW
Text and photos: L. E. Smith

On Friday September 19th 2014 I received a phone call from Betty Spilsted
from Australian Seabird Rescue (ASR)
asking could I assist with the identification of a sea turtle which had been captured in Lake Illawarra that morning?
On initial inspection the turtle was found
to be a very healthy Green Turtle. On
closer inspection the animal was found
to have a minor laceration on its left front
flipper and a pinkish tinge to the rear flippers and under body. Fearful that this
may be an indication of an infection of
some type, it was decided to transport
the animal to the Taronga Wildlife Clinic at the
Taronga Zoo in Sydney.
Thanks to the quick response of the ASR
“Turtle Team”, the turtle arrived safe and
sound at the Clinic with in two hours of being
despatched from Wollongong.

On arrival at the Wildlife Clinic the Turtle was x
-rayed to inspect for ingested fish hooks, plastic bags, rubber balloons and all manor of man
made flotsam. A veterinary inspection conducted by Dr Larry Vogelnest Chief Vet and
his team gave the turtle a clean bill of health
and declared suitable for immediate release.

Above: The Green Turtle being examined at SOSSA

Libby Hall, Taronga Wildlife Clinic Manager,
fitted the turtle with identification tags and a
micro chip to allow this individual to be identified in the future, should it be located
again, dead or alive.

Paul Gordon from ASR collected the turtle
from Taronga Wildlife Clinic early in the
morning on 21st of September. It was released back in to the bay on Lake Illawarra
where it had been captured, less than 2
days before.
Many thanks go to the team that made this
possible. Take a bow all who assisted
in this recovery.
Below: The Green Turtle quickly on its way

Above: The Green Turtle about to be released
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Five Islands Visit - September 2014
By Michelle Smart

When landing on Big Island the first thing you
see and hear are the Silver Gulls. Thousands
of them are nesting at this time of the year on
the grassy slopes fringing the shore, most still
incubating eggs but a few already caring for
young chicks. They greeted the eight of us
who had come to the island for a few days in
September to help with the Big Island Seabird
Rehabilitation Project.

The Big Island Seabird Rehabilitation Project
aims to eradicate the kikuyu grass and other
invasive plant species, and restore the native
vegetation. It is a joint project involving SOSSA, National Parks & Wildlife Service, University of Wollongong, Australasian Seabird
Group and the Illawarra Local Aboriginal Land
Council. The aim is to increase breeding habitat for the two species of shearwaters and little
penguins, as well as enable the return of
Big Island is the largest of the Five Islands, a breeding white-faced storm petrels. It's a big
nature reserve that sits just off Port Kembla, job and will likely take around 15 years.
NSW. The islands are important breeding
grounds not only for Silver Gulls but also A treatment has been applied to one small
Wedge-tailed
Shearwaters,
Short-tailed test section. Zone 1, on the island’s northShearwaters, Little Penguins, Sooty Oyster- west corner, takes in about 0.8 of a hectare
catchers, Australian Pelicans and Crested that includes the Hut area and, significantly,
Terns. Once covered by native vegetation, the last mapped area of White-faced Storm
including some woodland, the island was Petrel habitat known from the 1970s. The arcleared in the late 1800s for cattle grazing. ea is dominated by kikuyu grass, morning gloAfter grazing ceased, kikuyu grass took over ry vine, NZ mirror bush and bitou bush.
and has now formed a deep and dense mat Sprayed in April 2014, the grass and bitou
of tangled of stolans or runners. While this bush have been significantly knocked back
tended to stabilise the erosion, Harry Battam but the other plants will need a more concennoticed in the1960s it has been a disaster for trated effort before they die-off. It is hoped
the shearwaters who struggle to find their way that some of the area will be planted out after
through to dig a burrow. Even if they do, the April 2015 and further spraying of the residual
burrows are often lined with sturdy kikuyu weeds will follow.
roots that are ready to snag feet or wings as
the birds make their way through. We found We were on Big Island for four nights, primariseveral dead Wedge-tailed Shearwaters tan- ly to count Little Penguins and estimate their
gled at burrow entrances.
current numbers. This will provide one of the
benchmarks from which to measure success of the project. Each of
us were allocated a likely penguin
landing spot on the rocky shoreline
and waited patiently each evening
for their arrival. It's amazing how
these hardy seabirds can land as
the swells pound against the rocks.
They then travel quite adeptly up
and over the rocks to their burrows
in the grassy areas above. I was
surprised at just how quickly some
of them climb.
Continued on page 7.
Pair of Sooty Oystercatchers. Photo: Brook Whylie
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We also checked Little Penguin burrows during
the day for the presence of chicks or eggs. This
data is used to calibrate the number of birds arriving at dusk with the number of nests they potentially represent. When an adult is incubating
or brooding chicks it changes over with a partner every evening so a bird arriving at dusk represents one nest. However, if both the adults
are nightly feeding larger chicks, then two birds
arriving at dusk equate to a single nest. It's
quite daunting sticking your arm into a dark hole
waiting for something to bite, although I'm sure
it's scarier for the birds. We marked a selection
of burrows that had eggs in them and these
were checked again in mid-October, with another visit scheduled for early December to see
how many chicks have hatched and survived,
thus giving an idea of the breeding success.
Not all of the focus was on the penguins though.
We also did a couple of surveys on the Silver
Gulls, whose numbers have been increasing on
the island in the last 40 years or so. A proportion of nests were marked to check on their
breeding success, the results being compared
to when they were intensively studied in the late
1980s. The shearwater burrows in Zone 1 were
surveyed, and Australian Ibis nests were counted. After all the hard work, we did get an afternoon off to enjoy the sunshine. The only good
thing about the kikuyu grass is that it makes a
very comfortable place from which to enjoy
watching the bird life or have a snooze!
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We were elated to see White-faced Storm
Petrels flying around near the top of the island as we made our way back from penguin counting one evening. There were up to
fifteen counted. We found a few likely burrows high up under the Bitou but we were
also there a little too early for their breeding
season which begins in October.
Big Island is split into two by a low isthmus,
and the eastern, less vegetated section
(unimaginatively named No. 2) is home to
breeding Australian Pelicans. Through our
binoculars we could see one group with
birds sitting on nests, and further along a
crèche of chicks. There is also a breeding
colony of Crested Terns on its northern side
and Australian White Ibis nests built on denuded shrubs at the top of the island. A
large group of White-fronted Terns (~90120) were also seen hanging about on the
rocks there.
Other birds recorded on Big Island were: an
Eastern Barn Owl (flushed from a tree during the day and then spotted overhead in the
evening), Sooty Oystercatchers, Short-tailed
Shearwaters, Australian Ravens, Whitefaced Herons, a Royal Spoonbill (flying
over), Straw-necked Ibis (flying with a flock
of White Ibis), a Pied Cormorant, a Great
Cormorant, a Buff-banded Rail, Grey Fantails, a pair of Willy Wagtails, a Goldenheaded Cisticola, White-bellied
Sea Eagles, a Swamp Harrier, a
Nankeen Kestrel, a Blackshouldered Kite, a Peregrine Falcon, Red-whiskered Bulbuls and
a solitary Kelp Gull.
It was an amazing experience to
go to Big Island and see the
amount of bird life breeding there.
It's exciting to imagine what it will
be like after restoration improves
the habitat and makes way for
even more breeding seabirds.

Nesting Little Penguin .
Photo: Brook Whylie
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Odd Sightings

Text: Brook Whylie
A sighting of Bar-tailed Godwits on a
recent
SOSSA
trip
prompted
thoughts on what other non-seabird
birds are seen on SOSSA pelagic’s.
Bar-tailed Godwits weren’t surprising, considering they migrate from
the northern hemisphere to Australia
each spring. This however, was the
first sighting of them from the Sandra
K, this sighting nearly 17km off the
coast.
Other unsurprising sightings including a number of sightings of Black
Swans off Wollongong. These birds A pair of White-faced Heron’s from the 28th July 2012 SOSSA
associate with salt water, but it is un- Wollongong trip. Photo: Brook Whylie
usual to see them out to sea, at least
off the Illawarra coast.
The March 2014 Port Stephens pelagic
came across a Rufous Fantail at the contiGalah’s have been seen at times, in good con- nental shelf, which bemused all on board.
ditions just off the coast at Wollongong. There Even more surprising was the sighting of a
was a pair seen on the December 2009 trip, Grey Fantail shortly after. The only time
however they were 30km out to sea,
heading east ! (where did they think
they were they going?)
The July 2012 SOSSA Wollongong
trip came across a pair of Whitefaced Heron’s at the continental shelf,
they were heading south-west, back
towards the coast (where did they
come from?).
These examples though, are long distance (at least over land) flyers.

Bar-tailed Godwits on the September 2014 SOSSA
Wollongong trip. Photo: Brook Whylie

these have been observed on a Port Stephens trip.

A Rufous Fantail seen on the March 2014 Port
Stephens trip. Photo: Mick Roderick

Extreme weather conditions can often mean
both sea and land birds are blown off course
(sea birds have turned up over 1,000km inland). Some birds though, for reasons unknown, seem to deliberately head out to sea.
Where they end up, who knows?
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Arctic Jaeger up the River
Ken Shingleton

May 19th 2014 I was having coffee with
friends Ruth and Maree in the outdoor section
of the new Boat-shed restaurant situated
along side the boat ramp of the Macleay River, South West rocks approximately two and a
half kilometres from the river mouth. A strong
cool northerly wind was blowing.
At 3pm I heard three of four calls of a passing
bird. Knowing virtually all the calls of the local
species, I did not recognize this call. It was
something different. I moved quickly to where I
had an unobstructed view of the river.
Ruth and Maree gathered from my speed, that
it was important, they being interested in birds
themselves. The calls had ceased and we
could not locate the bird. I had my binoculars
with me, as they go with me any where I go.
I wrote down my interpretation of the calls, as
soon as we got back to our table. I described it
as a high pitched, peevish peeer.

The bird returned and passed three more
times at intervals of two- three minutes calling
similarly. Each time we failed to see it. On the
fourth event, Ruth sighted a bird about 80cm
above the surface of the water. Earlier we had
been scanning for the bird much higher.
An Arctic Skua in flight.
Photo: Brook Whylie
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I followed its rapid flight through my binoculars as the bird flew over the section of the
river in front of us, both up and down river
and from bank to bank. That section of the
river is up to 800m wide where it joins the
Macleay arm, which runs north. The bird covered the entire area, once entering the Macleay Arm briefly and a couple of times rising
about 10m into the air. It called twice more
during this period.
All I initially made out was a dark dashing
bird, but when it got closer and banked 60m
from me, I saw a pale under-wing area of the
primaries and now recognized the species as
a Dark Morph Jaeger. Its call identified it as
an Arctic, matching Pizzys call description of
“nasal squealing eee-air”
I advised Lindsay Smith who suggested the
late sighting is not unknown, but very unusual
plus the bird’s behaviour to be a Mateseeking display*. Lindsay’s info and help on
seabirds over the years has been unfailing
and appreciated. *(about as futile as mine)
I now have my birding network at S.W Rocks
on the lookout to see if it stays here through
the winter. Trial Bay nearby has plenty of
bait-fish lately. My network includes fishermen plus two professionals who go to sea on
a regular basis, from them I am fed sightings
info which will help.
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New Members…
Rebecca Hall
Lachlan Copeland
Rocky Reyburn
Matthew Jones
John Brown
Missy Higgins
Dan Lee
Frederick Young
Robert Shore
Michael Crosland
SOUTHERN OCEAN Libby Eyre
SEABIRD STUDY Jane Williams
ASSOCIATION INC. Roger Williams
SOSSA
c/o Janice Jenkin-Smith
Lindsay Smith
PO Box 142
Unanderra NSW 2526
Australia
Phone: 02 4272 4626
Email: sossa@tpg.com.au
Editors:
Brook Whylie
sossa.newsletter@
internode.on.net
Janice Jenkin-Smith
Lindsay Smith
sossa@tpg.com.au

24th January (Saturday) WOLLONGONG
28th February (Saturday) WOLLONGONG
28th March (Saturday) WOLLONGONG
25th April (Saturday) WOLLONGONG
23rd May (Saturday) WOLLONGONG
27th June (Saturday) WOLLONGONG
25th July (Saturday) WOLLONGONG
22nd August (Saturday) WOLLONGONG

NEXT SOSSA MEETING
24th January 2015 TBC
6.30 pm Saturday
held at HQ
Plus Sausage Sizzle
10 Jenkins Street - Unanderra.
NSW.
We only supply the Coffee or
Tea!!!

PELAGIC TRIP
PRICES 2015

Members $ 80.00
Visitors
$ 100.00
Australian Dollars
Newsletter Contributions
All are invited to contribute to our newsletter
‘Albatross’. We do prefer
electronic copies of any
material. Send it by email
to
sossa@tpg.com.au
Alternatively mail it to us
on a disk, which we will
return.

We’re on the web!
www.sossainternational.org

WOLLONGONG PELAGIC
BOAT TRIP DIARY DATES 2015

22nd August (Saturday)
SOSSA AGM – 6.30pm HQ
23rd August (Sunday) WOLLONGONG
26th September (Saturday)
WOLLONGONG

24th October (Saturday) WOLLONGONG
25th October (Sunday) WOLLONGONG
28th November (Saturday) WOLLONGONG
19th December (Saturday) WOLLONGONG
*Addition Dates will be added to the
Website
3rd

(December Trip will be the
Saturday not
the usual 4th due to Christmas)

SOSSA’s newsletter—The Albatross

Note: Some trips
are strictly for
research and will
have
limited
numbers!

The editor welcomes (is
desperate for!) articles from
members and friends on
issues relating to pelagic
seabirding, seabird research and marine conservation. Please advise the
editor if you intend to submit
an article and submit the
piece at least two weeks
before the start of a publication month. Thank you!

White-Faced Storm-petrel. Photo: Brook Whylie
To save SOSSA postage
costs and receive ‘The Albatross’ as a colourful pdf or
web file then please send
your email address and
current membership number
to : sossa@tpg.com.au

Please help…
SOSSA membership fees remain unchanged even though
costs have increased greatly across the board. We would
really appreciate any donations from those whom may be
able to afford it.
Thanks again for your support!!

