
 

 

Honours Information 2015 - Melbourne Burwood Campus 

 

Associate Professor John Arnould 

Project Title:  Timing and duration of moult in little penguins  

Principal Supervisor: Assoc Prof John Arnould 

Principal Supervisor contact details: t: 9251 7465, e: john.arnould@deakin.edu.au, office: T2.11 

Start date: July 2015 

Project description:  All penguin species undergo an annual catastrophic moult, replacing all their 
feathers in the space of a few weeks. During this period they cannot swim and must fast onshore, 
surviving on stored body reserves for maintenance metabolism and the production of new feathers.  
Surprisingly, relatively little is known of this energetically demanding period in the annual life cycle of 
these species.  In Australia, there is a need to understand the factors that determine the timing, 
duration and energetic cost of moult in the little penguin (Eudyptula minor) as the species is facing 
multiple stressors due to the effects of climate change.  This project, run in collaboration with the 
Phillip Island Nature Park, will investigate the links between reproductive history, body condition, 
photoperiod and sea surface temperature, and the timing and duration of moult in little penguins.  The 
study will involve field work monitoring these parameters at local colonies as well as an analysis of the 
phenology of moulting across the species’ range to investigate broad-scale environmental and 
latitudinal (photoperiod) influences.  

 

Project Title:  Behavioural thermoregulation in a surface-nesting seabird, the Australasian gannet 

Principal Supervisor:  Assoc Prof John Arnould 

Principal Supervisor contact details: t: 9251 7465, e: john.arnould@deakin.edu.au, office: T2.11 

Associate Supervisor and their contact details:  Dr Matthew Symonds, e: 
matthew.symonds@deakin.edu.au 

Start date: July 2015 

Project description: Because they cannot leave the nest to seek shelter, birds are most vulnerable to 
extreme environmental conditions when they are incubating eggs or brooding young chicks.  This is 
especially so for colonial seabirds that nest in open, exposed areas.  While wind and rain can present 
heat loss challenges, high ambient temperatures and direct sunlight can also lead to heat stress.  
Behavioural modifications for thermal stability may include wing fanning, panting, and standing off the 
nest to facilitate cooling. However, unlike most birds, gannets do not have brood patches and instead 
use their highly vascularized feet to incubate their eggs which may limit the extent to which they can 
behaviourally thermoregulate.  In addition, as an adaptation to their plunge-diving mode of foraging, 
there are no nostrils on the beak, a part of the body known to have an important thermoregulatory 
function in birds.  How these factors impact heat dissipation, thermal tolerance and, ultimately, nest 
abandonment in gannets is not known.  Using behavioural observations and thermography, this 
project will investigate the body patterns of heat loss and insulation in the Australasian gannet (Morus 
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serrator) in relation to environmental conditions.  Such knowledge is important for predicting the 
impact of increasing ambient temperatures on the reproductive success of individuals and population 
trajectory of the species. 

 

Project Title: Population assessment, habitat use and diet of the Burrunan dolphin (Tursiops 
australis) in Victoria (3 projects) 

Principle Supervisor:  Assoc Prof John Arnould 

Principle Supervisor contact details: t: 9251 7465, e: john.arnould@deakin.edu.au, office: T2.11 

External Supervisor:  Dr Kate Charlton-Robb 

Start date: February 2015 

Project description: Three projects are available investigating the population structure, spatial ecology 
and diet of the newly described Burrunan dolphin (Tursiops australis) in Victoria. These projects are a 
part of the Australian Marine Mammal Conservation Foundation’s larger research program, Project 
Burrunan, led by Dr Kate Charlton-Robb and will be offered in affiliation with Deakin University, co-
supervised by Associate Professor John Arnould. We are seeking highly motivated, dedicated, high 
achieving students to be involved with: 

1. GIS/habitat mapping – mapping environmental, spatial and dolphin sighting data to identify 
areas of significance within the Lakes and Gippsland coastal region (i.e. breeding and feeding 
grounds). 

2. Diet of the Burrunan dolphin utilising fatty acids analyses – samples collected from this top-
order predator and potential prey items will be used to identify the diet of the Burrunan diet. 
Fatty acid signature analyses can also be used to discriminate between different 
sub/populations that exhibit different feeding habits.  

3. Burrunan dolphin population assessment - estimates of overall population size and structure 
and levels of residency through individual dolphin fin identification (combined with genetic 
analyses already being undertaken). 
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Dr Raylene Cooke 

Project Title: The presence and distribution of raptors in different habitat types on the Mornington 
Peninsula 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Raylene Cooke 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: raylene.cooke@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7608 

Associate Supervisor contact details: Assoc Prof John White; e: john.white@deakin.edu.au 

Start date: February 2015 

Project description: Development on the Mornington Peninsula has seen significant changes in land-
use over recent times. There has been intensive residential and tourism development, agricultural and 
rural land practices and some pockets of good quality, protected habitat. The response of raptors to 
these different land-use practices is largely unknown. This project therefore, will investigate the 
presence and distribution of raptors, both nocturnal and diurnal, within these different land-use areas 
of the Mornington Peninsula. 

Note: A car and a willingness to travel to the Mornington Peninsula regularly are required for this 
project. A manual driver’s license is preferable. 

  

Project Title: The presence and distribution of raptors across Melbourne’s urban fringe 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Raylene Cooke 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: raylene.cooke@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7608 

Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Assoc Prof John White, e: john.white@deakin.edu.au  

Start date: February 2015 

Project description:  Urban fringe environments have been identified globally as important areas for 
biodiversity.  They often maintain higher species richness than either the forest or highly urbanised 
components.  There is also considerable evidence to suggest that urban sensitive species often have a 
threshold response to urbanisation that occurs in the transition across the boundary from the lower 
intensity urban fringe environments, and the more heavily urbanised areas.  The urban fringe is also 
the component of the urban forest gradient at most risk of further disturbance, as urbanisation 
intensifies in this area.  This research will therefore focus exclusively in the urban fringe component of 
the urban-forest gradient.  Using raptors as model species we aim to understand how these predators 
respond to different components of the urban fringe environment. 

Note: A car and a willingness to travel to various sites across Melbourne regularly are required for this 
project. A manual driver’s license is preferable. 

 

Project Title: Raptors on Phillip Island 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Raylene Cooke 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: raylene.cooke@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7608 

Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Assoc Prof John White, e: john.white@deakin.edu.au  

Start date: February 2015  

Project description: Development on Phillip Island has seen significant changes in land-use over recent 
times. There has been intensive residential and tourism development, agricultural and rural land 
practices and some pockets of good quality, protected habitat. The response of raptors to these 
different land-use practices is largely unknown. This project therefore, will investigate the presence 
and distribution of diurnal raptors within these different land-use areas of Phillip Island. 

Note: A manual driver’s license and a willingness to travel to Phillip Island regularly are required for 
this project. Temporary accommodation will be provided.  
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Project Title: Seabird nest predation on Phillip Island 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Raylene Cooke 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: raylene.cooke@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7608 

Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Assoc Prof John White, e: john.white@deakin.edu.au  

External Supervisor: Dr Duncan Sutherland (Phillip Island Nature Parks) 

Start date: February 2015 or July 2015 

Project description: Predation of eggs and chicks of seabirds can be a primary driver of population 
declines. The relative abundance of nest-predators and rate of predation of short-tailed shearwaters 
and little penguins are unknown for populations. This project will involve monitoring seabird nests, 
utilising and camera traps to determine: 

 The rate of nest predation 

 The relative abundance of potential nest predators within seabird colonies 

 The survival rate of clutches as a function of predator activity 
 

A manual driver’s license and a willingness to travel to Phillip Island regularly are required for this 
project. Temporary accommodation and research facilities on the Island will be provided.  

 

Project Title: Invasive rodents as generalist predators in a penguin colony 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Raylene Cooke 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: raylene.cooke@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7608 

Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Assoc Prof John White, e: john.white@deakin.edu.au  

External Supervisor: Dr Duncan Sutherland (Phillip Island Nature Parks) 

Start date: February 2015 or July 2015 

Project description: The project may investigate one or more of the following: 

 Rodent abundance along a gradient of little penguin burrow densities and vegetation 
structural densities 

 population dynamics of rodents in seabird enriched environments 

 Dietary intake of rodents using scat analysis and stable isotope analysis 

 demographic impacts of rodent predation on seabird populations 

 the ability of rodents to consume eggs using captive trials 
Note: A manual driver’s license and a willingness to travel to Phillip Island regularly are required for 
this project. Temporary accommodation and research facilities on the Island will be provided.  

 

Project Title: Impact of pest control on seabirds and faunal community structure 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Raylene Cooke 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: raylene.cooke@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7608 

Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Assoc Prof John White, e: john.white@deakin.edu.au  

External Supervisor: Dr Duncan Sutherland (Phillip Island Nature Parks) 

Start date: February 2015  

Project description: The response of seabirds and their predators will be monitored before and after a 
reduction in rodent and/or rabbit numbers. Monitoring will include seabird nest survival, feral cat 
abundance and diet, and rodent abundance, diet and activity patterns. The study would be a BACI 
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design with multiple replicates of each treatment with sites either from within a large continuous 
seabird colony or multiple small colonies. Abundance indices derived from camera traps, diet from cat 
stomachs and scats collected from the sites (conventional and stable isotopes), rodent activity patterns 
from camera traps and radio-tracking. 

Note: A manual driver’s license and a willingness to travel to Phillip Island regularly are required for 
this project. Temporary accommodation and research facilities on the Island will be provided.  

 

Project Title: The occurrence of raptors in scientific literature 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Raylene Cooke 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: raylene.cooke@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7608 

Associate Supervisors and their contact details: Dr Mike Weston, e: mike.weston@deakin.edu.au and 
Assoc Prof John White, e: john.white@deakin.edu.au 

Start date: February 2015 

Project description: Raptors are an important group of birds that play an integral role in ecosystem 
function. Their presence in scientific literature, therefore should, in theory, reflect this importance. 
This research will examine the occurrence of raptor publications in leading bird journals (both in 
Australia and internationally) to determine both the level of coverage these birds receive and type of 
research the journals are particularly interested in (e.g. diet, breeding, home range etc.). Another 
aspect that will be investigated is change over time, for instance, has the rate of raptor focused 
publications increased or decreased over time and has the specific topics of interested also changed 
(e.g. a move away from diet and into modern technologies?).   
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Dr Greg Holland and Associate Professor Barbara Wilson 

Project Title:  Assessment of the status and distribution of the endangered New Holland Mouse in 
the Victoria: impacts of fire management and rainfall variability 

Principal Supervisors: Dr Greg Holland and Assoc Prof Barbara Wilson 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: greg.holland@deakin.edu.au, e: 
barbara.wilson@deakin.edu.au 

External Supervisors and their contact details: Dr Michelle Ibbett, Department of Environment and 
Primary Industry, Colac, e: michelle.ibbett@depi.vic.gov.au; Dr Mark Garkaklis, SARE, University of 
Western Australia. 

Start date: February 2015 or July 2015 

Project description: The New Holland mouse Pseudomys novaehollandiae is listed as Vulnerable (EPBC 
Act 1999, Vic. FFGA) and is considered to be critically endangered in Victoria. Despite long-term studies 
(1981 – 2002: Wilson et al.) there is now a serious knowledge gap because the current status of the 
species is unclear and requires reassessment. The eastern Otway ranges were a focus for many studies 
investigating the ecology of the species. Populations were found to be strongly influenced by fire 
regimes and rainfall. Optimal habitat for the species is early- to mid- successional age vegetation 
regenerating after fire, and populations declined significantly during drought. This study aims to 
compare current distributions and populations to long- term data; to assess the implications of current 
fire regimes and rainfall variability for the species. Study sites will be located in the eastern Otways, 
Wilson’s Promontory and Gippsland. Live trapping surveys will be undertaken using Elliott traps and 
camera trapping will employ IR motion detector cameras. The project will work with research partners 
Parks Victoria and DEPI to provide information in support of management and recovery programs, to 
evaluate the effectiveness of existing management and examine the options of objective of re-
introductions at specific sites. 

 

Project Title:  Assessment of the status and distribution of the endangered swamp antechinus in the 
eastern Otways: impacts of fire management and rainfall variability 

Principal Supervisors: Dr Greg Holland and Assoc Prof Barbara Wilson 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: greg.holland@deakin.edu.au, e: 
barbara.wilson@deakin.edu.au 

External Supervisors and their contact details: Dr Michelle Ibbett, Department of Environment and 
Primary Industry, Colac, e: michelle.ibbett@depi.vic.gov.au; Dr Mark Garkaklis, SARE, University of 
Western Australia 

Start date: February 2015 or July 2015 

Project description: The swamp antechinus, Antechinus minimus, a small dasyurid marsupial, is listed 
as Vulnerable under the federal EPBC Act 1999, Victoria FFG Act. Research programs investigating the 
ecology, and status of the species, were conducted in Victoria (1980 – 2006). The eastern Otways were 
a focus for the studies; however the current status of the species in the area is unknown and requires 
reassessment. Populations are strongly influenced by fire regimes and rainfall. The species can take 20 
years to recolonise post fire, and declined significantly in drought. This study aims to compare current 
distributions and populations to long- term data; to assess the implications of current fire regimes and 
rainfall variability for the species, and work with research partners Parks Victoria and DEPI to provide 
information in support of management and recovery programs. Key questions are: what are the effects 
of increased burning on vegetation composition, habitat structure, and vegetation growth stages for 
the species? What are the predicted effects of interactions between fire and rainfall declines? Surveys 
will be conducted at sites where the species have been recorded previously. Live trapping will be 
undertaken using Elliott traps and camera trapping will employ IR motion detector cameras. 
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Dr Peter Macreadie 

Project Title: Top gun: aerial drones for mapping wetland vegetation 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Peter Macreadie 

Principal Supervisor contact details: m: 0422 548 672, e: p.macreadie@deakin.edu.au 

Associate Supervisors and their contact details:  

Dr Daniel Ierodiaconou (Warrnambool), e: Daniel.ierodiaconou@deakin.edu.au, t: 03 5563 3224 

Dr Dale Nimmo (Burwood), e: dale@deakin.edu.au, t: 9244 5239 

Dr Euan Ritchie (Burwood), e: e.ritchie@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7606  
Start date: January 2015 

Project description: Unmanned aerial vehicles – commonly referred to as ‘drones’ – are 
revolutionising conservation projects around the world. Compared with traditional remote sensing 
technologies, such as satellite and airborne sensors, drones are significantly cheaper and much more 
accessible. In coastal environments, however, the performance and approaches for using drones to 
map vegetated habitat has not yet been validated. This project will for the first time investigate the 
use of drones (VUAS-X5) for mapping seagrass, saltmarsh, and mangrove habitat. The study site for 
this work will be the north-east corner of Western Port Bay, which is currently facing significant losses 
of coastal vegetated habitat (>0.5 m of shoreline per year) due to erosional forces. This project will 
produce geo-referenced and ground-truthed land use/cover maps for the region, which will help guide 
conservation and restoration efforts as part of a broader ‘green infrastructure’ program. The 
successful student will ideally be experienced in using GIS and needs to be comfortable working in the 
field (drivers licence required). The student will work as part of a team involving two PhD students, a 
research assistant, and members of the Western Port Seagrass Partnership. Good interpersonal skills 
are essential; the successful student will need to liaise with local farmers. 

 

Project Title: Carbon sequestration by lakes: A fresh(water) approach to tackling climate change 

Principal Supervisors: Dr Peter Macreadie (Burwood) and Dr Rebecca Lester (Warrnambool) 

Principal Supervisor contact details: Dr Macreadie, e: p.macreadie@deakin.edu.au, m: 0422 548 672; 
Dr Lester, e: rebecca.lester@deakin.edu.au, t: 5563 3330 

Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Students wishing to be based at Burwood will have Dr 
Macreadie as the Principal Supervisor with Dr Lester as the Associate Supervisor, and vice versa for 
students wishing to be based at Warrnambool. 

Start date: January 2015 

Project description: Biosequestration is regarded as one of the single largest opportunities for CO2 
emission reduction in Australia. The focus has so far been on terrestrial ecosystems (e.g. existing 
carbon farming initiative), yet recent data indicates that freshwater ecosystems have much higher 
(~50-times) carbon burial efficiencies than powerful terrestrial carbon sequestering ecosystems such 
as rainforests. However, the carbon sink capacity of Australian freshwater ecosystems is largely 
unknown. This study aims to fill this knowledge gap by measuring carbon stocks and carbon 
accumulation rates of freshwater lakes throughout Victoria. The project will involve a ‘road trip’ 
involving the collection of sediment cores (getting muddy!), followed by organic carbon content 
determination and radiometric dating. The successful student must be comfortable working in the field 
(drivers licence required), and experience in ecology, chemistry, and/or geology. Good interpersonal 
skills are critical – the successful individual will need to work as part of a team, and will be required to 
liaise with private land-holders. 
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Dr Kelly Miller 

Project Title: Human dimensions of wildlife/environmental management  

Principal Supervisor: Dr Kelly Miller 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: kelly.miller@deakin.edu.au  

Associate or External Supervisors and their contact details: Will depend on the project 

Start date: either February 2015 or July 2015 

Project description: Projects focusing on sustainable behaviours and the human dimensions of 
environmental management (e.g. human values, attitudes, perceptions) are available and will be 
developed around the student’s specific interests e.g. wildlife, conservation, sustainability, 
environmental protection. 

Previous Honours projects have focused on wildlife/wildlife management e.g. bird feeding, threatened 
species, wildlife tourism; habitat management/conservation e.g. gardening practices, park/reserve 
visitation; and environmental education in a range of contexts. 
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Dr Dale Nimmo 

Project Title: Biodiversity on the farm: how will land-use change affect farmland biodiversity?  

Principal Supervisor: Dr Dale Nimmo 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: dale@deakin.edu.au, w: www.dalenimmo@wordpress.com, 
twitter: @DaleNimmo  

External Supervisor: Dr Simon Watson, LaTrobe University 
Start date: February 2015 or July 2015  

Project description: Land for livestock and cropping comprise 40% of the world’s ice-free land surface. 
Although primarily committed to production, these landscapes accommodate much biodiversity. 
Climate change and market forces are bringing about changes in land-use across the globe. In SE 
Australia, one transition is from livestock to winter cereals such as wheat, as wool prices fall and the 
south of the continent dries. In many regions, this transition is already well underway. However, we 
know virtually nothing about how these transitions will affect farmland biodiversity. This novel study 
will survey biodiversity on farmland to examine how scenarios of land-use change will affect 
biodiversity.  

 
Project Title: Ecosystem services of scattered trees in farming landscapes  

Principal Supervisor: Dr Dale Nimmo 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: dale@deakin.edu.au; w: www.dalenimmo.wordpress.com; 
twitter: @DaleNimmo 

Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Prof Andrew Bennett, e: 
andrew.bennett@deakin.edu.au 
Start date: February 2015 or July 2015 

Project description: Scattered trees are typical of farming landscapes all over the world. They are 
‘keystone structures’ as they are disproportionately important as habitat to biodiversity in agricultural 
regions. However, scattered trees are declining across SE Australia as old trees die and are not 
replaced due to a lack of recruitment. We are beginning to understand what this will mean for 
biodiversity, but we do not know what the flow-on effects are for the many ecosystem services that 
scattered trees provide. This project will examine the ecosystem services brought to farming 
landscapes by scattered trees. The project will directly measure ecosystem services, including insect 
pest control by the birds and bats that live in scattered trees, carbon sequestration, and soil function. 
By gaining a greater appreciation for the services provided by scattered trees, this project will inform 
policies aimed at their protection and restoration.   

 
Project Title: How does a century of fire influence carbon storage in mallee ecosystems? 
Principal Supervisor: Dr Dale Nimmo 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: dale@deakin.edu.au, w: www.dalenimmo.wordpress.com, 

twitter: @DaleNimmo 

External and Associate Supervisors and their contact details: Prof Andrew Bennett, e: 
andrew.bennett@deakin.edu.au; Dr Steve Leonard, LaTrobe University; Dr Shaun Cunningham, Deakin 
University 
Start date: February 2015 or July 2015  
Project description: This study will explore how fire affects above-ground carbon stocks over a 
century-long time-scale in semi-arid Australia. Utilizing vegetation data collected during the Mallee 
Fire and Biodiversity Project (refer to website: 
http://landscapeecologyresearch.files.wordpress.com/2011/08/fire-and-wildlife-in-the-mallee-
brochure_high_resolution.pdf), the project will determine the amount of carbon stored above ground 
in over 800 sites located across a 104, 0002 km study area. Some field work will be required in the 

http://www.deakin.edu.au/sebe/les/staff/bennettaf/
http://www.latrobe.edu.au/scitecheng/about/staff/profile?uname=SLeonard
http://www.latrobe.edu.au/zoology/research/specialisations/fire-ecology/projects/mallee-fire-and-biodiversity/publications
http://www.latrobe.edu.au/zoology/research/specialisations/fire-ecology/projects/mallee-fire-and-biodiversity/publications
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remote Murray Mallee region. This project will have important implications for how fire is managed in 
Mallee ecosystems. A manual driving license is required.  

 
Project Title: The role of phylogeny in global responses to disturbance 
Principal Supervisor: Dr Dale Nimmo 

Principle Supervisor contact details: e: dale@deakin.edu.au; w: www.dalenimmo.wordpress.com; 

twitter: @DaleNimmo 

Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Dr Matthew Symonds, e: 
matthew.symonds@deakin.edu.au 
Start date: February 2015 or July 2015  
Project description: Understanding the pattern of species declines around the world is critical to 
alleviating such declines. Such an understanding can be enhanced by exploring the extent to which 
related species decline in a similar way, due to their shared evolutionary history. This project will ask to 
what extent are responses to modern disturbances (such as land clearing or climate change) governed 
by a species evolutionary history. 

 
Project Title: How does wildfire influence reptile behavior?  
Principle Supervisor contact details: e: dale@deakin.edu.au, w: www.dalenimmo.wordpress.com, 

twitter: @DaleNimmo 

Associate Supervisor: Dr Mike Kearney, University of Melbourne  

Start date: July 2015 
Project description: Fire is key driver of the distribution of fauna in regions throughout the world. 
However, we know very little about how species cope with the changes that fire brings about. This 
study will build on a number of research projects broadly investigating the influence of fire on fanua in 
mallee ecosystems. It will employ the use of remote cameras to monitor the behavior of lizard species 
across the Murray Mallee region of semi-arid southeastern Australia, in relation to fire history and 
climatic variables. Possible study species include the Desert Skink Liopholis inornata and the Mallee 
Dragon Ctenophorus fordi. Remote field work will be required, and therefore applicants must have a 
manual license. 

 

  

http://www.deakin.edu.au/sebe/les/staff/symondsm/
http://www.findanexpert.unimelb.edu.au/display/person100029
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Dr Nick Porch  

Project Title: The subfossil record of human impact on the biota of Indo-Pacific oceanic islands 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Nick Porch 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: nporch@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7620, office: T2.14.1 

External (Potential) Supervisor and their contact details: Mat Prebble, ANU, e: 
matthew.prebble@anu.edu.au 

Start date: February 2015 or July 2015 

Project description: The flora and fauna of Indo-Pacific oceanic islands (including Cook Islands, French 
Polynesia, Hawaii and the Mascarenes) has been extensively altered by the consequences of human 
colonisation; beginning in the 13th century with arrival of Polynesian voyagers in the eastern Pacific 
and culminating in the historic colonisation of the region since the 16th century. This has resulted in 
the extinction and extirpation (local loss) of a wide range of species and the introduction of many 
others resulting in the homogenised biota that dominates the lowlands of these regions today. This 
project will use newly collected, rich, and relatively unexplored recent subfossil record (from swamp 
sediment cores) of insects and plants to document the loss of diversity and implications of this loss for 
understanding the evolutionary and ecological history of these globally significant island biotas. The 
specific focus of the project will be determined in consultation potential candidates and may involve 
the opportunity to be involved in fieldwork in the region. 

 
Project Title: Habitat correlates of ground beetle diversity in the Grampians 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Nick Porch  

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: nporch@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7620, office: T2.14.1 

Associate Supervisor contact details: Assoc Prof John White, e: john.white@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 
7625 

Start date: February 2015 or July 2015 

Project description: Ground foraging beetles (GFB) are extensively utilised in the northern hemisphere 
for ecological monitoring. It is well known that habitat characteristics like climate, soil, leaf litter/log 
abundance, and vegetation structure influence the nature of GFB assemblages. This project will study 
broad scale patterns of GFB diversity across a range of habitats in the Grampians region of western 
Victoria. It will explore relationships between assemblage structure and habitat to assess whether it is 
possible to predict broad-scale patterns of species distribution on the basis of key habitat 
characteristics. The recent record of fire in the Grampians landscape means it would be possible to 
explore fire history impacts on GFB as a contrast to the extensive record of small mammals that has 
been the focus of work to date. If you are interested in insects there is the opportunity to develop a 
project in relation to insect diversity and landscape in various contexts (e.g. urban parks ‐ email me to 
arrange a time to talk about the possibilities). 

 
Project Title: Reconstructing the lost biological diversity of the Western Victorian Basalt Plains using 
fossils 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Nick Porch 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: nporch@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7620, office: T2.14.1 

Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Ms Tara Lewis, e: t.lewis@deakin.edu.au   

Start date: February 2015 or July 2015 

Project description: The ecosystems of the Western Victorian Basalt Plains (WVBP) are among the 
most heavily fragmented and degraded in Australia. The once widespread grassland and woodland 
communities of the region were a key focus of European settlers and there is, consequently, little high 
quality native vegetation remaining. This means that we have a very limited knowledge of the pre‐
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colonial biodiversity of this region. Lakes throughout the WVBP often expose the remains of plant and 
animals that formerly graced their shores. Included are a variety of vertebrates, land and aquatic 
snails, crustaceans, insects and plants. Using palaeoecology (the study of past ecosystems) his project 
would focus on plants and insects (but could also include work on other groups), to explore the nature 
and diversity of the WVBP region prior to European arrival. 

 
Project Title: Landscape heterogeneity and beetle diversity in a subalpine vegetation mosaic 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Nick Porch 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: nporch@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7620, office: T2.14.1 

Start date: February 2015 

Project description: The alpine biota is amongst Australia's most endangered yet for invertebrates 
little is known regarding its composition and ecological diversity. The subalpine plateaus of the Great 
Dividing Range are frequently characterised by extensive mosaics of forest, woodland, and open 
vegetation types across a range of landscape settings. Little is known about how landscape 
heterogeneity influences the species richness of insect assemblages in this region and how landscape 
may moderate the impact of climate change. This project will sample ground dwelling beetles from the 
Mt. Buffalo or Baw Baw plateaus across various landscape units in order to examine the influence of 
landscape variability on beetle diversity. It would involve several weeks of summer fieldwork in a 
subalpine environment. If you are interested in insects there is the opportunity to develop a project in 
relation to insect diversity and landscape in various contexts (e.g. urban parks ‐ email me to arrange a 
time to talk about the possibilities). 

 
Project Title: Invertebrate communities of old-growth/regrowth tree-trunks in Victorian wet forests 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Nick Porch  

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: nporch@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7620, office: T2.14.1 

Start date: February 2015 or July 2015 

Project description: Tree trunks are a major component of forest ecosystems yet we know very little 
about the biota that utilises or relies on them. As trees become larger the diversity of microclimates 
present on their bark surfaces increases resulting in a more complex microhabitat habitat structure. 
Northern hemisphere research indicates that mature ‘old-growth’ bark habitats have more 
invertebrate biomass and are richer in species relative to smaller, younger, trees and we could expect 
to see similar patterns here. Using Mountain Ash (Eucalyptus regnans) in the Dandenong Ranges this 
project will examinehow microhabitat diversity changes with increasing tree size and how the nature 
of invertebrate communities that develops, responds. If you are interested in insects there is the 
opportunity to develop a project in relation to insect diversity and landscape in various contexts (e.g. 
urban parks ‐ email me to arrange a time to talk about the possibilities). 
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Dr Euan Ritchie 

Project Title: The distribution, abundance and habitat preferences of mammals in Wilsons 
Promontory National Park  

Principal Supervisor: Dr Euan Ritchie  

Principal Supervisor contact details: t: 9251 7606, e: e.ritchie@deakin.edu.au, office: T3.09.3, w: 
www.euanritchie.org   

Associate and External Supervisors and their contact details: Dr Dale Nimmo, t: 9244 6070, e: 
dale.nimmo@deakin.edu.au, w: http://dalenimmo.wordpress.com/; Dr Greg Holland, t: 9251 7607, e: 
greg.holland@deakin.edu.au; Dr Naomi Davis, e: ndavis@unimelb.edu.au    

Start date: February and July 2015  

Project description: Fire and predation are key processes that shape the structure and function of 
ecological communities. Despite their importance, few studies have examined how they may interact 
to affect the distribution, abundance and habitat preferences of species across different habitats. Two 
separate but related honours projects will examine the effects of fire and predation on mammals in 
Wilsons Promontory National Park. This work is supported by Parks Victoria. Experience with using GIS 
will be an advantage for these projects. Please note that I always welcome other project ideas from 
students themselves if they fit with my own expertise and research priorities. To learn more about the 
focus and research environment of our group please visit www.euanritchie.org 

 
Project Title: Where and when did Tasmanian devils last occur in Victoria?  

Principal Supervisor: Dr Euan Ritchie  

Principal Supervisor contact details: t: 9251 7606, e: e.ritchie@deakin.edu.au, office: T3.09.3; w: 
www.euanritchie.org  

External Supervisor and their contact details: Dr Erich Fitzgerald, e: efitzgerald@museum.vic.gov.au   

Start date: July 2015 

Project description: This project seeks to establish the prehistoric geographic distribution and habitats 
of devils across Victoria using the Palaeontology Collection at Museum Victoria and established proxies 
for palaeoenvironmental reconstruction. It will also use C-dating of fossil and subfossil devil specimens 
in the Palaeontology Collection to estimate when devils existed across Victoria and refine the timing of 
their extinction on mainland Australia. Please note that I always welcome other project ideas from 
students themselves if they fit with my own expertise and research priorities. To learn more about the 
focus and research environment of our group please visit www.euanritchie.org 

 

Project Title: Movement patterns and habitat use of camels in arid Australia  

Principal Supervisor: Dr Euan Ritchie  

Principal Supervisor contact details: t: 9251 7606, e: e.ritchie@deakin.edu.au, office: T3.09.3, w: 
www.euanritchie.org  

Associate and External Supervisors and their contact details: Dr Andrew Woolnough (Department of 
Environment and Primary Industries), w: andrew.woolnough@depi.vic.gov.au and Assoc Prof John 
Arnould (Deakin University), e: jarnould@deakin.edu.au; t: 03 9251 7465  

Start date: July 2015  

Project description: The camel is Australia’s largest introduced herbivore and populations of this 
species are reaching high numbers across much of the arid zone. Due to their large body-size and 
mobility, camels may have significant effects on both the habitats and rural communities in which they 
occur. There is therefore a clear need to better understand what environmental conditions influence 
their movement patterns and habitat choice. A large data set exists from GPS collars which tracked the 

http://www.euanritchie.org/
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movements of camels in the Pilbara region of Western Australia over a year. Data includes ambient 
temperature, activity (every two hours), and GPS location (every three hours). Using this dataset the 
aim will be to investigate the links between environmental conditions, activity and movement patterns 
(habitat use) in camels. The successful student will ideally be experienced in using GIS and have a 
competent statistical background. Please note that I always welcome other project ideas from 
students themselves if they fit with my own expertise and research priorities. To learn more about the 
focus and research environment of our group please visit www.euanritchie.org 

 

Project Title: Predators and prey: understanding interactions between wild canids and other fauna in 
NW Victoria’s semi-arid landscapes 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Euan Ritchie  

Principal Supervisor contact details: t: 9251 7606, e: e.ritchie@deakin.edu.au, office: T3.09.3, w: 
www.euanritchie.org  

Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Dr Dale Nimmo (Deakin University), 

e: dale.nimmo@deakin.edu.au, t: 9244 6070  

Start date: February 2015  

Project description: Northwest Victoria’s national parks are key flagship areas that are home to high 
species diversity, including many species of conservation concern. Within this region, wild canids 
(dingoes/wild dogs), the top predators, are patchily distributed, being relatively common in Big Desert 
national park but largely absent from the northern Murray Sunset and Hattah-Kulkyne national parks. 
Wild canids, like other top predators worldwide, are known to be critical in influencing species 
throughout the ecosystems in which they occur. However, it remains to be examined what role(s) 
dingoes/wild dogs perform in NW Victoria’s national parks. Specifically, do they regulate populations 
of overabundant herbivores (e.g. goats, kangaroos and rabbits) and/or invasive predators (e.g. cats 
and foxes), and does this in turn benefit native prey species (e.g. hopping mice and mallee fowl)? We 
will examine the role(s) of wild canids by surveying their distribution and abundance across the region, 
and relating it to that of other key species of conservation and/or pest management concern. This will 
be achieved through a combination of remote camera trapping and sand pads. In addition, canid diet 
will be examined through the collection and analysis of fecal pellets, allowing examination of the 
impact of canids on species recorded in their diet. Please note that I always welcome other project 
ideas from students themselves if they fit with my own expertise and research priorities. To learn more 
about the focus and research environment of our group please visit www.euanritchie.org 

 

  

http://www.euanritchie.org/
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Dr Matthew Symonds 

Project Title: Using evolutionary trees to predict medicinal utility in Australasian plants 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Matthew Symonds 

Principle Supervisor contact details: t: 9251 7437, e: matthew.symonds@deakin.edu.au 

Associate Supervisors and their contact details: Dr Anne Gaskett, University of Auckland, e: 
a.gaskett@auckland.ac.nz; Dr Nina Rønsted, Natural History Museum, Copenhagen, e: 
nronsted@snm.ku.dk 

Start date: February or July 2015 

Project description: Plants form the basis of most traditional medicines, and as much as 50% of 
modern pharmaceuticals can be traced back to natural resources. However, this is likely to be a 
fraction of the actual number of plants with the potential to be medicinally useful. The potential of 
understudied species to be medically, or economically, beneficial to humans in future is often cited as 
a reason to conserve biodiversity, but we need systematic means of identifying these species. With the 
increasing availability of evolutionary trees, we have the capacity to identifying groups of species 
where medicinal activity is abundant. This project will use this approach to map known medicinal 
activity in the native floras of Australia and New Zealand, and i) identify whether certain branches of 
the evolutionary tree show great preponderance of medicinal activity, ii) whether ecological and 
environmental factors predict medicinal activity in these plant species. The project is largely desk-
based and will involve compilation of a database of traditional use from the ethnopharmacological 
literature for the Australasian flora, in combination with information on distribution, habitat, local 
climate and interactions with known herbivores; and construction of evolutionary trees based on 
published genetic data. 

 

Project Title: Coevolution of thermoregulation and sleep patterns in birds 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Matthew Symonds 

Principle Supervisor contact details: t: 9251 7437, e: matthew.symonds@deakin.edu.au 

Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Dr Mike Weston, e: mike.weston@deakin.edu.au 

Start date: February or July 2015 

Project description: A behaviour common to many birds is the tendency to place the beak underneath 
their feathers when they sleep. Because beaks are significant areas of heat loss in birds, this raises the 
possibility that one function of this behaviour is to insulate their beaks from excessive heat loss whilst 
they sleep. Not all birds do this, though, which raises the question as to why some species have 
evolved this behavior and others have not? Is it related to the climate in which the species lives? Is it 
related to the beak size of the bird species (e.g. do birds with bigger beaks tend to use this behaviour?) 
The project will involve contact with a large number of bird experts from around the world to compile 
an extensive survey of this behaviour across birds, and then relating this information to phylogeny (the 
evolutionary tree) to find out whether the behaviour is specific to particular bird groups, and how 
often it has evolved. The data will then be related to climate and morphological data for each of these 
bird species to answer the questions above. The project will be mostly desk-based, although there is 
the capacity for field based observations to be done as well.  

 

Project Title: Do species have a sell-by date? Evolutionary age and Australian bird distributions 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Matthew Symonds 

Principle Supervisor contact details: t: 9251 7437, e: matthew.symonds@deakin.edu.au 
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Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Dr Dale Nimmo, e: dale.nimmo@deakin.edu.au 

Start date: February or July 2015 

Project description: Studies have shown that evolutionarily old groups of animals contain higher 
proportions of threatened species. These findings suggest that as species ‘age’ then their geographic 
distribution becomes more ‘patchy’ and their local abundance declines (i.e. they become rarer). This 
project will address whether this is the case using survey and atlas data on the distribution and 
abundance of endemic Australian bird species, and relating these data to information on the 
evolutionary history of these species. The project is largely desk-based, and will involve analysis of 
macroecological and phylogenetic data sets. 

 

Project Title: Does antennal size correlate with sensory capability in insects? I. A cross-species 
comparison 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Matthew Symonds 

Principle Supervisor contact details: t: 9251 7437, e: matthew.symonds@deakin.edu.au 

Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Prof Mark Elgar, University of Melbourne,                               
e: m.elgar@unimelb.edu.au 

Start date: February or July 2015 

Project description: Insects use chemicals as their predominant means of communicating with each 
other, and of detecting cues in their environment. The majority of the reception of these cues takes 
place on their antennae. There is a traditionally an assumption that species with large antennae (such 
as some moths) must require those large antennae in order to have greater sensory acuity or 
sensitivity, and yet evidence for links between antennal size and sensory capacity is very scarce in the 
literature. This project will examine the microstructure (using electron microscopy) of a number of 
species of a particular order of insects (possibly parasitoid wasps, bush crickets or moths), in order to 
examine correlations between number of sensory hairs and overall antennal size. The work will involve 
some field work and laboratory analysis. 

 

Project Title: Does antennal size correlate with sensory capability in insects? II. Competition within a 
moth species 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Matthew Symonds 

Principle Supervisor contact details: t: 9251 7437, e: matthew.symonds@deakin.edu.au 

Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Prof Mark Elgar, University of Melbourne,  

e: m.elgar@unimelb.edu.au 

Start date: February or July 2015 

Project description: This project relates to the same ideas as the project discussed above, but will 
examine whether individual males of a moth species that have larger antennae benefit in terms of 
their ability to be first to reach a female producing a sex pheromone. Experiments will be conducted 
involving both observations of natural variation in antennal size in relation to male response 
behaviour, and manipulation of antennal size to examine its effect on male response. The project will 
also examine whether larval food availability affects investment in antennae, and subsequently affects 
capacity of males to detect and respond to females. The work will involve mostly laboratory analysis, 
but some field work is also possible. 
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Dr Mark Warne 

Project Title:  Early Pleistocene ostracod palaeoecology of the Werrikoo Limestone, southwest 
Victoria 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Mark Warne 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: mwarne@deakin.edu.au; t: 92517622 

Start date: July 2015 

Project description: Early Pleistocene sedimentary rock exposures known as the Werrikoo Limestone 
occur in cliffs along the Glenelg River valley of southwest Victoria. These rocks were formed from 
sediment that originally accumulated in coastal marine environments 2.6 to 1.8 million years ago. 
These rocks have a very rich fossil fauna including abundant and diverse microscopic “shells” of 
Ostracoda.  This project will involve the description of ostracod fossil assemblages and faunal cycles 
(related to past sea level changes) evident within the Werrikoo Limestone. Since most of these fossil 
ostracods are of still‐living species, palaeoecological interpretations will be made by comparisons with 
modern ecological ranges. This project also offers an opportunity to describe NEW fossil ostracod 
species. 

 

Project Title:  Distribution and ecology of Foraminifera and Ostracoda from Wingan Inlet, southeast 
Victoria 
Principal Supervisor:  Mark Warne 

Principal Supervisor contact details: w: mwarne@deakin.edu.au, t: 92517622 

Start date: July 2015 

Project description: Wingan Inlet is one of the few remaining near‐pristine estuaries and coastal 
lagoons in southeast Australia. The inlet is surrounded by heavily timbered forest and coastal scrub 
within the Croajingolong National Park in far‐East Gippsland (southeast Victoria). The project aims to 
document the species and ecology of Foraminifera and Ostracoda living in the waters of Wingan Inlet. 
In particular this project will delineate broad habitat types for different assemblages of Foraminifera 
and Ostracoda. Habitat types will be defined on the basis of broad physical and chemical parameters, 
as well as associated aquatic vegetation type.  Environmental parameters to be measured will include 
salinity, water temperature, turbidity, water depth, dissolved oxygen and estuary floor sediment. This 
project also offers the opportunity to describe NEW ostracod species. 
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Associate Professor Geoff Wescott 

Project Title: Towards a Methodology for establishing sustainable Conservation Management 
Networks.  

Principal Supervisor: Assoc Prof Geoff Wescott 

Principal Supervisor Contact details: e: geoffrey.wescott@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7623 

External Supervisor and their contact details: Dr James Fitzsimons, The Nature Conservancy, e: 
jfitzsimons@tnc.org  

Start date: July 2015 

Project Description: Habitat fragmentation and loss has resulted in the establishment of Conservation 
Management Networks (CMNs) across south eastern Australia. These CMNs are groups often 
established by local landowners teaming together to attempt to revegetate landscapes linking large 
protected areas with corridors across private land. 

In a recent CSIRO book – Linking Australia’s Landscapes (co-edited by the proposed Supervisor) – 14 
case studies analysed the reasons that some CMNs have been successful and others have failed. The 
aim in part was to increase the successful establishment and then sustained performance of networks 
by attempting to find common approaches and to avoid ‘reinventing the wheel’ with each new CMN 
making the same mistakes as its predecessors.  

This project would attempt to extend the analysis by deriving a common template or methodology for 
establishing and governing these networks in the future.  

 

Project Title: Deriving an Integrated Marine Planning System for Victoria’s Coastal Waters.  

Principal Supervisor: Assoc Prof Geoff Wescott 

Principal Supervisor Contact details: e: geoffrey.wescott@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7623 

Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Ms Janine McBurnie, e: 
janine.mcburnie@deakin.edu.au  

Start date: July 2015 

Project Description: The Victorian Coastal Strategy has proposed that Victoria needs to derive an 
integrated marine planning system to mirror the planning processes covering Victorian land. 

But there are a whole range of possible systems that have been tried in various countries and climates 
around the world – which would best suit Victoria’s needs and help, protect our marine environment? 

This study would review the range of marine planning approaches around the world and establish a 
range of criteria which could then be used to propose a system (or a short list of potential) systems for 
Victoria.  

 

Project Title: Analysis of the Recreational Use of Victoria’s Coast and the Management of its Impacts 

Principal Supervisor: Assoc Prof Geoff Wescott 

Principal Supervisor Contact details: e: geoffrey.wescott@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7623 

Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Dr Michael Weston, e: mike.weston@deakin.edu.au 

Start date: July 2015 



19 | P a g e  
 

Project Description:  Victoria’s coastal environment is the State’s most popular recreational area – 
with over 70 million visits per year and well over 80 % of Victorians having visited the coast at least 
once in the last 12 months. 

But despite these large scale figures there has never been a full Victorian beach count of users and the 
activities they pursue or any reliable data on where, how and when people use the coast. 

Without this data recreational planning is largely a ‘hit and miss’ affair and hence environmental 
protection and the economic efficiency of the historical approaches to managing recreation users is 
based on some substantial unproven assumptions. 

This project would start with a review of recreational data for the Victorian coast before analysing and 
proposing how the data base could be improved to enhance the planning and management of 
recreational use on the coast.  

 

Project Title: The Loss of Open Space in Melbourne. 

Principal Supervisor: Assoc Prof Geoff Wescott 

Principal Supervisor Contact details: e: geoffrey.wescott@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7623 

Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Dr Kelly Miller, e: kelly.miller@deakin.edu.au  

Start date: July 2015 

Project Description: Melbourne was once a centrally planned city with one agency (the Melbourne 
Metropolitan Board of Works) doing major planning for the whole metropolis. As part of tis planning 
the Board established a whole suite of metropolitan parks and gardens. 

In the 1990s and since the Green Belt and then Green Wedges around Melbourne were eaten away by 
development for housing and many market gardens and grassland areas covered in housing.  

As well school grounds, public institutions and other areas that possessed open space were privatised 
and sold off for development. 

Increased housing density would appear to have been at the expense of open space but there is no 
documentation of changes to open space in the metropolis and hence no analysis of the impact this 
has had on matters such as the heat island effect, loss of amenity, urban habitat and open space 
available for playgrounds etc. 

The loss of the ‘lungs of the city’ needs a (GIS based) analysis based on solid data.  

The project would derive this data and discuss the implications of the changes that the data reveals.  
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Dr Mike Weston  

Project Title: The ecology of fear 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Mike Weston 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: mweston@deakin.edu.au 

Associate and External Supervisors: Patrick Guay and Matt Symonds 

Start date: February 2015 or July 2015 

Project description: Flight initiation distances (FIDs) can be used to set appropriate buffer widths for 
sensitive wetland birds such as waterfowl, shorebirds and swans. Several honours projects have been 
successfully run on this issue, but many questions remain. These include: 

 Obtaining data from more species, including more data on some rarer species, and 
documenting the response of birds which dive rather than fly; 

 Examining the influence of site, and site-type on responses; 

 Examining the influence of ‘visibility’ on FIDs; 

 Examining the influence of increased threat through the presence of natural predators; and, 

 Examining the FIDs which result from boat, bus, horse, and dog disturbance. 

Access to a vehicle is required, and reasonable bird identification skills are required. Several students 
are required for these projects. The project will be co-supervised by Dr Patrick Guay, Victoria 
University. Previous papers on this topic by the research group include: 

 http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1442-9993.2012.02441.x/abstract 

 http://www.publish.csiro.au/?paper=MU12026 

 http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/eth.12094/abstract 
 

Project Title: Breeding ecology of an urban exploiter – the Masked Lapwing 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Mike Weston or Dr Craig Sherman 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: mweston@deakin.edu.au 

Associate or External Supervisors and their contact details: Dr Craig Sherman or Dr Mike Weston, 
Grainne Maguire and Peter Dann. Collaboration with an existing PhD student is also required. 

Start date: February 2015 

Project description: A major breeding study of Masked Lapwing (formerly the ‘Spur-winged Plover’) 
has continued on Phillip Island since 2010, and c. 80 marked birds are currently present on the island. 
The species is an excellent model for the study of urban ecology and human/wildlife conflict. This 
project will answer at least one key question, which could include: 

 The relatedness of lapwing ‘neighbourhoods’ (using genetic techniques, based in the Sherman 
lab); 

 Displacement of breeding birds by housing developments; 

 Home range, breeding density and movements; 

 Habituation of incubating birds to humans using heart rate montitoring; 

 Territory quality and adult condition and foraging ecology in urban versus rural habitats; and, 

 Breeding success, home range/territory size and density on the island (fox free) compared with 
the mainland (with foxes). This could include the use of nest cameras. 

Access to a vehicle and a current driver’s license are required, as is the ability to work for periods on 
Phillip Island (accommodation is provided). One publication regarding this project is:  

 http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0169204613000625 
 

 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1442-9993.2012.02441.x/abstract
http://www.publish.csiro.au/?paper=MU12026
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/eth.12094/abstract
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Project Title: Red-capped Plover breeding ecology in South Australia 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Mike Weston 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: mweston@deakin.edu.au 

Associate Supervisor: Grainne Maguire 

Start date: July 2015 

Project description: 

A student is required to initiate a study of the breeding ecology of Red-capped Plover Charadrius 
ruficapillus at the Samphire Coast, north of Adelaide. This study could have a number of foci, including: 

 nest fate and success; 

 space use and site and mate fidelity; 

 habitat use; 

 parental care (especially of broods); 

 fate of chicks; 

 response to disturbance; 

 thermal dynamics of different nest site types. 

The successful applicant will need to gain some experience banding shorebirds before the start of the 
project, and have access to a vehicle. The student working in SA must be able to travel interstate for 
substantial periods of intense field work, and work collaboratively with BirdLife project officers in SA. 
This study will be co-supervised by Dr Grainne Maguire, BirdLife Australia. 

 

Project Title: Do research activities increase raven predation of Little Penguin nests? 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Mike Weston 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: mweston@deakin.edu.au 

External Supervisors and their contact details: Peter Dann, e: pdann@penguins.org.au; Duncan 
Sutherland, e: dsutherland@penguins.org.au 

Start date: July 2015 

Project description: Predation of eggs and chicks is an important factor in determining breeding 
success of little Penguins on Phillip Island.  Some of the penguin breeding areas are visited regularly by 
researchers to monitor breeding success and survival.  There are two elements of the research 
activities that may alert ravens to the presence of eggs or chicks.  These are the presence of wooden 
stakes used to mark burrows and the visit by researchers to the burrows.  This project would: 

 monitor raven predation at nests with a range of research-related methods using motion 
sensitive cameras and burrow inspections 

 monitor penguin breeding success under various treatments (e. g. burrows with stakes and 
without)  

 evaluating the influence of research activity using nest survival models 

Access to a vehicle is required and considerable time will be required for field-work.  Accommodation 
is available at Phillip Island Nature Parks. Several students are required for these projects. The project 
will be co-supervised by Drs. Peter Dann & Duncan Sutherland, Research Department, Phillip Island 
Nature Parks.  

Previous papers on this topic by the research group include: 

Swinburne, N., and Jessop, R. (2005) Behaviour of the Little Raven Corvus mellori on Phillip Island, 
Victoria. Australian Field Ornithology 22, 137-145. 
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Dr Desley Whisson 

Project Title: The role of native and introduced herbivores in weed seed dispersal in a coastal 
heathland 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Desley Whisson 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: desley.whisson@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7302 

Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Mary Gibson, e: maryg@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7466 

Start date: February 2015 

Project description: Herbivores can play a significant role in ecosystems by dispersing seed.  This 
project will investigate the potential for weed seed dispersal by introduced (e.g. rabbits, deer and 
goats) and native (e.g. wombats and kangaroos) herbivores at Wilson’s Promontory.  It will involve 
field surveys to determine the distribution of weed species and scat, and identifying seeds present in 
scat. A current drivers’ license is required. 

 

Project Title: Mate selection in koalas 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Desley Whisson 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: desley.whisson@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7302 

Start date: July 2015 

Project description: Surprisingly little is known about the behaviour of free-ranging koalas during the 
breeding season.  Genetic studies suggest that females select mates and use size information conveyed 
in male bellows to select larger males.  However, how this operates behaviourally in the field is 
unknown, largely due to the logistical difficulty of collecting behavioural information in the field.  
Proximity loggers that record the time and duration of encounters between unique individuals, have 
the potential to fill this knowledge gap.  This project will involve deploying VHF radio-collars fitted with 
proximity and GPS loggers on up to 25 male and female koalas at Cape Otway during the 2015/2016 
breeding season.  Radiotracking koalas and gathering observations on behaviour will be required 
during the period that koalas are collared.  Data will be analysed to determine behaviours such as 
mate ‘guarding’, male competition (e.g., interactions), and female mate choice. A current drivers’ 
license is required. 

 

Project Title: The influence of habitat type and temperature on activity patterns in the koala 

Principal Supervisor: Dr Desley Whisson 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: desley.whisson@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7302 

Start date: July 2015 

Project description: An understanding of koala activity patterns is important for measuring the 
behavioural response of this species to environmental change, but to date has been limited by the 
logistical challenges of traditional field methodologies.  Recent advances in datalogger technology (i.e. 
development of tri-axial accelerometers that can be fitted to animals) now make it possible to collect 
activity data for a species without time-consuming observation.  This project will compare activity 
patterns and movements of koalas in two different landscapes.  Accelerometers and GPS loggers will 
be fitted to up to 20 koalas from each landscape.  Activity patterns will be analysed with respect to 
movement distances and ambient temperature. Good quantitative skills and a current drivers’ license 
are required. 
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Associate Professor John White 

Project Title: How do small mammals respond to climate, fire and vegetation productivity? The 
Grampians long-term climate, fire and small mammal diversity project 

Principal Supervisor: Assoc Prof John White  

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: john.white@deakin.edu.au 

Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Dr Raylene Cooke, e: raylene.cooke@deakin.edu.au 

Start date: February 2014  

Project description: Want to be a significant part of one of Victoria’s few long-term small mammal 
research projects? Concerned about how animals are going to cope under changing climatic 
conditions? This project may be for you! 

This is an extremely exciting opportunity to be part of a long-term ecological research program in 
Victoria.  Long-term data sets are extremely rare, but the values of such data for investigating aspects 
such as fire and climate change are unsurpassable, and the experience you would gain on such a 
project are enormous.  In early 2006 the Grampians suffered an extreme fire event where almost 50% 
of the Grampians National Park landscape was burnt in a high intensity landscape-scale fire.  In 2008, 
Parks Victoria and Deakin University established 36 long-term monitoring sites to investigate the 
recovery of wildlife after major fire events.  These sites have been monitored for the last seven years 
by different honours students. Since 2012 we have also genetically sampled every small mammal that 
is captured as part of a collaborative project with QUT.  In 2013, a 35,000ha wildfire affected the 
Grampians, and again in 2014 a 55,000ha burnt much of the remaining unburnt vegetation. Over 90% 
of the Grampians landscape is now less than 10 years post-burn. 

As part of your honours project, you will collect the 2015 small mammal data in the field, and analyze 
the long-term trends in small mammals (8 years of data). The project aims to understand 1) the rate of 
recovery in mammals post-fire, 2) the role of rainfall in modifying the rate and intensity of recovery, 
and 3) the relative influence of vegetation productivity (previously developed from satellite imagery) 
on the rate and intensity of recovery.  

Requirements: A manual drivers license, and experience driving a manual vehicle (Our 4WD fleet are 
manual).  A willingness to do a 4WD training course and a first aid certificate as part of your honours 
(Costs will be covered as part of your honours by Deakin University, and will provide an additional 
boost to your resume).  A commitment to spending as much as 9 weeks in the field in an intense 3 
month period.  An ability to work in a team environment with other students and Parks Victoria 
rangers.  Desirable: Some experience in trapping and handling small mammals. 

 

Project Title: Can remote sensed greenness metrics predict drought refuges for small mammals in 
the Grampians landscape? 

Principal Supervisor:  Assoc Prof John White 

Principal Supervisor contact details: e: john.white@deakin.edu.au, t: 9251 7625 

Associate Supervisor and their contact details: Dr Raylene Cooke, e: raylene.cooke@deakin.edu.au  

Start date: February 2014 

Project description: The Grampians landscape is highly variable with numerous habitat types and 
significant elevation changes. Previous research has documented the important role of gullies and 
topographical depression points in influencing small mammal richness. Our team has recently been 
working with satellite imagery to generate greenness maps (NDVI) for the entire Grampians National 
Park.  These have been modified to produce what we consider is a landscape scale drought refuge 
map. We propose that areas with higher long-term greenness will act as refuge points within the 
landscape during droughts, and will also be the places where recovery is fastest after fires.  This 
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project will utilise camera trapping to test models associated with the degree of greenness of the 
landscape, based on satellite derived data, to determine if greenness is a predictor of high mammalian 
richness and abundance.  This information is critical to informing how systems such as the Grampians 
will recover from drought and also where ecological burns should and should not be implemented in 
the landscape.  This is an exciting project with considerable real World application. 

Requirements: A manual drivers license, and experience driving a manual vehicle. A willingness to do a 
4WD training course and a first aid certificate as part of your honours (Costs will be covered as part of 
your honours by Deakin University). A commitment to spending as much as 9 weeks in the field in an 
intense 3 month period. An ability to work in a team environment with other students and Parks 
Victoria rangers. Desirable: Some experience with GIS (i.e an undergraduate GIS unit). 

 

 

 


