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An Urgent Open Letter to Minister Stephen Dawson 
 
The Honourable Stephen Dawson MLC 
Minister for Environment 
12th Floor, Dumas House 
2 Havelock Street 
WEST PERTH WA 6005  
By email: Minister.Dawson@dpc.wa.gov.au 
 
22 February 2018 
 
Dear Minister Dawson, 
 
New information regarding likely significant environmental impacts of the Mangles 
Bay Marina and canal development on Little Penguins. 
 
We the undersigned are members of the scientific, academic, conservation and tourism 
communities working directly with Little Penguin (or ‘fairy penguin’) colonies and/or their 
natural habitats across Australia, and in some cases internationally.  
 
We write to express our strongest concerns over the impact on the Little Penguin 
(Eudyptula minor) of the Mangles Bay Marina and Canal development proposed by 
proponents Cedar Woods and Landcorp.  
 
There are two iconic Little Penguin colonies living in close proximity to the Mangles Bay 
Marina and Canal development: the Garden Island Colony and the Penguin Island Colony. 
The Penguin Island colony is the largest known breeding colony in WA and in 1996 was 
given the highest conservation status of 256 colonies of Little Penguins around Australia 
(Dann et al. 1996). These, and a smaller colony on Carnac Island are the only colonies in 
metropolitan Perth, and are treasured by the local community. They also attract significant 
tourism revenue and research efforts.  
 
We are extremely concerned by substantial new information that has come to light 
since the Marina project was granted conditional approval. For the reasons set out 
below, we consider this new information necessitates the proposal to be re-assessed as a 
revised proposal under Section 38 of the Environmental Protection Act (rather than a “non-
significant” change to the proposal by way of section 45C of the Act or a review of 
conditions under Section 46 of the Act). 
 
This letter provides 11 such reasons why the EPA should undertake a new assessment of 
the proposal as a revised proposal under section 38 of the Act. . 
These are: 
 
1. Two new studies have demonstrated significant population impacts in the Little 

Penguin colonies. 
 
Since 2007 the Little Penguin population on Penguin Island has experienced a 
drastic reduction with the overall population during the breeding season 
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dropping by half. In the longer term, this will impact the number of young penguins 
available to recruit back into their natal colony.  
 
Survey data by Dr Belinda Cannell that was unpublished at the time of assessment but 
revealed on the ABC 730 WA program “Saving the Penguins” (Ainsworth, 2014) found 
that since 2007 the Penguin Island Little Penguin breeding population has dropped by 
almost 40% (from approximately 1600 to approximately 1000 during comparable 
times in their breeding cycle). This reduction in penguins attempting to breed is most 
likely due to a reduction in fish abundance close to the colony, potentially caused by 
warming of ocean temperatures which has impacted on fisheries and likely moved 
them further south, and also coastal development (Cannell, 2012). 
 
In 2017, scientists observed an anomalous lack of breeding and abandonment of 
eggs and chicks in those penguins that exclusively use Cockburn Sound, 
coinciding with anecdotal reports of a lack of fish in the central parts of the 
Sound. This has never been observed in 15 years of study (Cannell, 2018 unpubl. data) 
 
While that penguin colony subsequently bred later in the year, this short term glitch 
emphasises that penguins are reliant on consistent food supply in the Sound, and any 
new impacts will be potentially catastrophic to such small breeding numbers.  

  
2. New research has quantified for the first time the amount of time during the day 

that penguins will be vulnerable to boat strike and has found shallow diving 
penguins will be vulnerable for two thirds of the day.  
 
In a study soon to be published by Dr Belinda Cannell, eminent WA penguin expert of 
over 20 years, she tracked diving and foraging behaviours of shallow and deep diving 
penguins from Penguin Island while raising chicks and found that all penguins are 
vulnerable to boat strike, and that shallow diving penguins are twice as vulnerable. 
Importantly, they are vulnerable to boat strike for two thirds of their day at sea.  
 
The impact of boat strike that was included in the assessment did not include this new 
information and significantly underestimated the impact of 500+ new boats in 
Cockburn Sound given this new information.  
 
Recreational activities in Cockburn Sound, Warnbro Sound and Comet Bay such as 
boating and jet skiing are already impacting on the colonies, with experts saying boat 
strikes are contributing to one quarter of penguin deaths (Cannell et al. 2016).  
 
A new marina in this location with an additional 500 boats could devastate both 
colonies (Ainsworth, 2014).  
 

3. GPS location tracking data has shown that the proposed development site is a 
foraging activity hotspot for breeding adults, especially when they are raising 
chicks. (Map 1, below) 
 
The GPS data specifically shows  
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• Breeding pairs feed in the southern end of Cockburn Sound, including the  
Mangles Bay area when they are raising chicks - out of all the foraging areas in 
Cockburn Sound;  

• Breeding pairs of the Garden Island Penguin colony feed exclusively in 
Cockburn Sound, often in the seagrass meadow directly adjacent to the 
proposed construction site; and  

• Some breeding penguins from Penguin Island also feed in Mangles Bay and 
other areas of Cockburn Sound.  (Cannell 2012a, Cannell 2016) 

 
 

Map 1: Hotspots of foraging activity in Cockburn Sound during incubation or chick rearing (red) and 
area of directed movement during daily morning departure from, and evening return tom  the colony 

(green) in 2012.  
 
4. Dredging is proposed to occur during the Little Penguin breeding season when 

the penguins are most reliant on the Mangles Bay area for food, in direct 
contradiction to advice received and new evidence provided in this letter.  
 
The timing of a first peak number of egg lay is generally in June with a second peak in 
September, and 50-60% of all first clutches were laid by June. This means on average at 
least a quarter to half of the colony will be feeding chicks from June to August1. The EPA 
provided approval conditions contrary to data provided by Dr Cannell and instead 
made it an approval condition that dredging occur in precisely the time when a 
substantial proportion of penguins will be feeding chicks.  

                                                           
1 Unpublished data provided by Dr Cannell as additional information sent to the Appeals Convener 

2013. 
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Given the new GPS data above, it is even more important to investigate the impacts of 
dredging on a dramatically reduced and vulnerable population. 

 
5. A 2013-2015 study using satellite tags has shown some Penguin Island penguins 

are swimming as far as Margaret River to feed during egg incubation periods (a 
520 kilometre round trip). 
 
These trips are three times longer than normal and are thought to be occurring due to 
warming sea temperatures and development impacting fish nursery areas. The partner 
remains incubating the eggs until the other returns with food, but is forced to abandon 
eggs to find food themselves if this takes too long. So impacts to fish nursery areas in 
Cockburn Sound could similarly affect breeding penguins that use this area. 
 

6. In the second half of 2011, Little Penguin deaths reached four times the normal 
level. 
 
One of the causes of mortality attributed to starvation as a direct result of decreasing 
fish stocks – which were tied to prolonged and above average sea surface temperature 
(Cannell 2012b). Such environmental impacts are difficult to avoid, but will be 
increasingly prevalent with climate change. Loss of seagrass beds, used as fish nursery 
sites, will also impact the fish abundance in Cockburn Sound. 

 
7. There has been significant cumulative loss of seagrass meadows of 77% since 

1967 in the greater Cockburn Sound area (in which Mangles Bay is located) with 
the remaining meadows in state of severe decline (Verduin & Sinclair, 2013).  
 
The proposed removal of a further 5.6ha of seagrass will completely bisect the 
main remaining seagrass meadow in Cockburn Sound and some researchers attest 
bisection could see the seagrass decimated altogether in Mangles Bay (bisection has 
maximum negative impact on a viable habitat).  
 
New research also shows the ameliorative measure proposed by the proponent (to 
replant additional seagrass) uses a method that has been widely criticised by leading 
experts, particularly those raised in submissions on the Mangles Bay Public 
Environmental Review (PER)(Strategen, 2013. p115). Even if it were successful, the 
transplant sites will take seven to ten years to develop to full coverage, according 
the proponent (Strategen, 2013. p42).  

 
8. The 2012 Federal Marine Bioregional Plan for the South-West Marine Region (prepared 

under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999) noted the 
importance of the EPBC-listed marine species to the region, and called for the Perth 
population of Little Penguins to be treated as a priority for conservation. 

 
9. An investigation in June 2013 found penguins in the Mangles Bay area contain 

mercury at concentrations above levels considered safe. The studies profiling 
heavy metal exposure in seabirds using their feathers have both indicated that the 
southern end of Cockburn Sound, and in particular Mangles Bay, may be providing the 
conditions for mercury bio-accumulation in the marine food-chain, with both the Little 
Penguins that forage at the southern end of Cockburn Sound and Caspian Terns that 
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fish in that area when breeding show elevated levels of mercury in their feathers, with 
some individuals of both seabirds having mercury levels (as measured in feathers) 
above the level considered safe for marine birds of 5 mg/kg (Dunlop, McNeill & Cannell, 
2013).  

 
10. The proposed Mangles Bay Marina and Canal development could elevate the 

existing mercury contamination hazard in at least two ways. Firstly, the dredging 
program may release methyl-mercury into the water column causing a spike in 
contamination in fish and other marine life. Secondly, the settling organic matter in the 
dredged channel, and in the poorly-flushed, blind-ending canal development, is likely to 
further enhance the conditions for mercury methylation by bacteria in the long-term. 
This would present a threat to the commercial & recreational fisheries in Cockburn 
Sound and to the local aquaculture industry (Paddenburg, 2011; Dunlop, McNeill & 
Cannell, 2013). 

 
11. One of Australia’s eminent penguin experts with more than 20 years’ research 

experience, Dr Belinda Cannell, has consistently stated that the Mangles Bay Marina 
will have a likely impact on the viability of the Garden Island colony and some of 
the Penguin Island colony through dredging, removal of sea grass, potential 
impacts on fish abundance, increased risk of watercraft strike and disturbance of 
important recovery times on the water surface. 

 
We repeat our sincere request for urgent new assessment of the proposal as a revised 
proposal under Section 38 of the Environmental Protection Act.  
 
We also acknowledge considerable community opposition to the Mangles Bay Marina and 
the great affection and care the Point Peron community feel for their iconic penguins, which 
are as much an important tourist attraction as part of their local identity.  
 
We request the opportunity to meet with you to provide you with a briefing on the new and 
additional information contained in this letter.  To arrange this please contact Dr Belinda 
Cannell (b.cannell@murdoch.edu.au) 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 

1 Dr Belinda Cannell Research Associate, School of Veterinary and Life Sciences 
Murdoch University (WA); and 
Research Fellow, School of Biological Sciences and Oceans 
Institute 
University of Western Australia 
 
One of Australia’s eminent penguin experts with more than 20 years’ 
research experience, Dr Belinda Cannell, actively monitors the 
Western Australian little Penguin colony. Dr Cannell continues to 
research and publish data on the Penguin and Garden Island Penguin 
Colonies.  
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2 Dr Barbara 

Wienecke AAM 
‘Penguin Barb’  

Senior Research Scientist,                                                                                                                                
Australian Antarctic Division and  
Recipient of the Australian Antarctic Medal 
 
Dr Wienecke is one of the most internationally renowned seabird and 
penguin experts, is a member of the IUCN’s Penguin Specialist Group 
and a Senior Research Scientist at the Australian Antarctic Division. 
She has studied the foraging ecology of penguins and other seabirds 
for more than 20 years. Since 1993, she has spent two decades of 
research in Antarctica, as well as the subantarctic and South America, 
and has published the results of her work in international journals 
and books.  
 

3 Mayor Graham 
Philp 

Mayor, City of Victor Harbor, SA; and 
Chair, Save Granite Island Penguins, 
Victor Harbor (SA) 
 
Mayor Philp has led the charge to save the Little Penguins in the 
vicinity of Victor Harbor from extinction.  They have dropped from 
5,000 birds on three different Islands to just 30 birds on Granite 
Island, with populations on West Island and Wright Island now 
extinct. Mayor Philp has devoted his career to advocate to the state 
government to implement strategies to save the Granite Island 
penguins. 
 

4 Dr Mike van 
Keulen 

Senior Lecturer in Marine Biology and Plant Sciences,  
Academic Chair – Marine Biology 
School of Veterinary & Life Sciences 
Murdoch University (WA) 
 

5 Dr Yolanda van 
Heezik 

Associate Professor  in Zoology    
New Zealand Department of Zoology 
University of Otago (NZ) 
 

6 Dr Jennifer 
Verduin 
 

Oceanography and Marine Pollution and Environmental 
Science 
Environmental and Conservation Sciences,  
Murdoch University (WA) 
 
Dr Verduin is a widely published and renowned oceanographer with 
many years’ experience studying seagrass. She managed the Seagrass 
Research and Rehabilitation Program from 2005-2013, and has 
studied and the impact of physical processes on biological processes 
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and ecosystem dynamics including the effects of coastal 
hydrodynamics on benthic vegetation, particles and structures; 
sediment/particle distribution, structuring of seagrass habitats, and 
seagrass rehabilitation for many years.  
 

7 Dr Thomas Rose Former Manager-Coordinator,  
Cockburn Sound Management Council; and  
Principal,  
Ecoscope Environmental and Planning Consultants 
(WA)Shoalwater, Rockingham 
 

8 Anne Davie President, Phillip Island Conservation Society Inc.  (VIC) 
 

9 Catherine Cooper
  

Principle Environmental Scientist           
Lomandra Environmental (Pty Ltd) (WA&VIC) 
 

10 Professor Jean-
Philippe Croue 
 
 

Director, Curtin Water Quality Research Centre 
Department of Chemistry 
Curtin University (WA) 
 

11 Emeritus 
Professor Bruce 
Armstrong  

Convener,  
The Beeliar Group of Scientists,  
Professors for Environmental Responsibility; and 
Adjunct Professor, School of Global and Population Health 
University of Western Australia  (WA) 
 

12 Dr J N Dunlop Citizen Science Coordinator,      
Conservation Council (WA); and Seabird expert 
 
 

13 Prof Glenn Hyndes Professor of Coastal Ecology,  
School of Science 
Edith Cowan University  
 
Prof Hyndes is an expert on coastal and fisheries ecology, with a 
particular focus on fish and invertebrate interactions with seagrass 
systems. He has 25 years’ experience in the area and has published 
widely in the international literature. 
 
 

14 Piers Verstagen Director,  
Conservation Council (WA)  
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Appendix: Proposed Mangles bay Marina development site 

 

Source: Retrieved from Strategen Environmental Consultants (2013). Mangles Bay 
Marina Based Tourist Precinct, Public Environmental Review (Prepared for on Behalf of 
Cedar Woods). 


