
 LITTLE  PENGUINS  

The year before Precipitious Bluff had been conspicuously 
excluded from the new Southwest National Park despite 
arguments to the contrary from the Conservation movement. 
The following year a mineral survey reported that a large band of 
limestone was to be found on the lower slopes of the mountain.

The conservation movement did not view the find as a threat until 
December 1971 when a Melbourne based prospecting company—
Mineral Holdings advertised that it was seeking a licence to mine 
at the Bluff. 

The idea that mining could be contemplated at such a remote 
wilderness location was of great concern to the TCT. The 
Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF), the Society for growing 
Australian Native Plants, the Southwest Committee, the Hobart 
Walking Club along with the TCT all formally objected to the 
granting of the licence. When the objection was heard in the State 
Mining Court in December 1972 Mineral Holdings argued that the 
TCT and other objectors had no direct legal interest in the area 
since they were not adjoining land owners. This became a crucial 
point after the State Labor Government stopped the National Parks
and Wildlife Service, which was an adjoining land owner from 
objecting.  

 Exhibition of penguin jumpers at Launceston State Library.  Photos: Josephine Carswell.

On 10 July 1995, the ship Iron Baron ran aground on the Hebe Reef at 
the mouth of the Tamar River, creating a small but devastating oil spill. 
Winds and tides drove the oil onto 16 little penguin (Eudyptula minor) 
rookeries. A major wildlife rescue rehabilitation response was mounted 
and was in many respects successful. Initially the TCT largely acted as 
an interested observer of the clean-up procedures.

An Examiner newspaper report of the time listed casualties and 
treated fauna as follows:
Penguins: 1808 recovered, 46 dead on arrival, 19 died in captivity, 
193 released
Cormorants: 53 recovered, 16 dead on arrival, 9 died in captivity 
Pelicans: 2 recovered, 1 released
Water rats: 3 recovered, 2 dead on arrival
Black swans: 2 recovered, 2 dead on arrival
Oystercatchers: 10 recovered, 10 dead on arrival.

Later research showed that, rehabilitation notwithstanding, oil-
affected penguins and their offspring remained underweight for at 
least two years after the spill and the reproduction success rate 
for oiled females was 22% lower than for unaffected females.

Affected penguins had to be prevented from preening themselves 
so that they did not ingest the oil. To achieve this, they were 
dressed in (ill-fitting) ponchos. People involved in the rehabilitation 
felt that something better was needed in future.

On the Victorian coast birds are often exposed to oil and Margaret 
Healy, a Wildlife Rehabilitation Officer at the Phillip Island Nature 
Reserve in Victoria, spotted a photo of a guernsey used in the 
rehabilitiation of northern-hemisphere seabirds, in a British wildlife 
magazine. She enlisted some knitters in Victoria to create a 
pattern based on this. Voluntary TCT knitters developed a fitted, 
body-hugging jumper from the patterns sent by Margaret.

The pattern was published on the TCT website in late 2001. The 
Launceston Library mounted a campaign to knit the jumpers. Local 
knitters responded and more than 800 jumpers were delivered to 
the library. Local media reports spread into the international media. 
The TCT subsequently did interviews with, and answered enquiries 
from: BBC Cardiff, ITN London, BBC Scotland, ABC Radio 
National, BBC World Service, Channel 9 Today Show, Fuji TV 
Japan, Network ARD German TV, Korean TV and Country Living 
Magazine, New York. 

Emails poured in from as far away as Saskatchewan in Canada, 
San Francisco, Dallas, New Jersey and Delaware in the USA, the 
UK, Italy, Finland, Korea, New Zealand and all over Australia. 
As of February 2002, close to 13,000 jumpers had been received. 
We also received over 100 wildlife care pouches and a number 
of penguin toys. The jumpers received were forwarded to the 
Department of Primary Industries, Nature Conservation Branch, for 
storage with the Oil Spill Response Kits, which had been developed 
after the Iron Baron spill. The equipment is now held in huge steel 
bins in both Hobart and Launceston ready for quick deployment in 
case of any future oil spill.


