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Sixteen species of Australian and New Zealand
animals would be extinct if their habitats had not
been left relatively undisturbed on offshore
islands. These species, ten mammals and six birds,
have vanished from the mainland, after the
destruction of their former habitats. Island
management is crit ical for conservation.

The rare Dibbler was found when a
Conservation and Land Management research
team were collecting information for a technical
report and management plan on the islands
between Lancelin and Dongara. Departmental
Officer Phil Fuller spotted some unusual tracks in
the sand. They were larger than those of the
small Dunnarts (Sminthopsis sp.) and House Mice
(Mus musculus) known to inhabit the 25 ha island.
The tracks were sti l l  there shortly afterwards
when he returned to the site with other team
members, but as they had only been visible
because of overnight dewfall they soon
disappeared.

A month later the team returned with some
Elliott traps (used for research purposes), hoping
to capture the mystery animal.

Dibblers are so rare, that it took a few minutes
before Phil Fuller recognized the small marsupial
in the trap. Over the next few weeks 33 Dibblers
were captured and later released on Boullanger
and the neighbouring Whitlock Island (s.a ha).
The discovery of the Dibbler on these islands wil l
give conservationists a second chance to ensure
its long-term survival.

Although some animals have a temporary
reprieve from the sentence of extinction, very
careful management is necessary to press home
this advantage. A recent meeting, convened by
the Council of Nature Conservation Ministers,
brought together 17 experts to discuss island
management. Techniques discussed at the
workshop included the preparation of
management plans with full public participation;
the eradication of feral animals on islands;
encouraging endangered species to breed in the
protected and 'manageable' habitats afforded by
islands; and the preparation of educational
material to increase public awareness of islands'
role in conservation.

A Crested Je'n (Sterna bergi,) breeding colony.

Left: lslands are unsurpassed for idyllic
holidays.
Right: One of the four species of turtles
resident on the Dampier Archipelago.

Below: An opportunity to learn about natural
history: a rockhole on Dolphin lsland.
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Establishing breeding colonies of endangered
species is an ironic reversal of last century's
practice of introducing European animals to
colonise islands. Rabbits were said to have been
introduced to Carnac Island in the 1820s by early
American or French whalers as a source of food.
Their presence on the island was noted by
Charles Frazer, a botanist who visited Carnac
Island in 1827.The rabbits were viewed as a
valuable asset at that t ime, and were not to be
shot or removed from the island without the
permission of the Fremantle Harbour Master.

Altogether, there are seven species of feral
animals known to l ive on islands off the coast of
W.A.. Most of them, such as the Black Rat and
the Fox, are less appealing than the Rabbit,
although they may be equally damaging. Because
islands are self-contained, however, it is possible

to completely eradicate a feral species, and to
prevent its re-introduction. The Department of
Conservation and Land Management and its
predecessor successfully undertook several
programs to eradicate or control populations of
feral animals on offshore islands. Aerial
photography taken three years after rabbit
eradication on Carnac l'sland, for instance,
showed a marked recovery in the island's
vegetation - some changes to plant species
composition, however, may be irreversible.

lf it is good to re-establish some degree of
environmental integrity to an island, it is
obviously better to start managing islands before
they have lost too many of their pristine qualities.

The nature reserves of the Dampier Archipelago
present us with just such an opportunity.
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Covel
The Cospion Tern (Slerno cosplo) is o
good odvertisement for the volue of
islonds (see orticle p. 25), lt breeds on
islonds oll olong WAs coosi from
Recherche Archipelogo in the south to
Locepede lslond neor Broome.
Cover photo by Cliff Winfield.

To the land-bound observer
standing on the dunes of the
Whitford Nodes, on Perth's
north coastline, the surface of
the sea beyond may be still or
turbulent, but it is always two-
dimensional. It is hard to
realise that below the surface,
on the other side of the mirror,
is a three-dimensional counter-
world, with varied relief and
diverse habitats. This world is
populated by an alien array of
the most impossibly grotesque
and stunningly beautiful
creatures, in such abundance
and variety as to leave a
snorkel-diver breathless in
more ways than one.




