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D8 North Marine Region 
Protected Species Group Report 
Card – Cetaceans

Current at February 2008. For updates see  

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/coasts/mbp/north>. 

General �nformat�on

The order Cetacea �ncludes more than 80 spec�es of 

whales, porpo�ses and dolph�ns (Internat�onal Whal�ng 

Comm�ss�on 2007), d�v�ded �nto two sub-orders: the 

Mystecet�, or baleen whales, and the Odontocet�, or 

toothed whales. Baleen whales �nclude spec�es such as 

blue whales, humpback whales and m�nke whales, and 

are generally character�sed by the�r large s�ze (10–30 m) 

and kerat�nous baleen plates wh�ch hang from the upper 

jaw and are used to filter kr�ll, plankton and other prey 

�tems from seawater. Toothed whales �nclude dolph�ns 

and porpo�ses as well as k�ller whales and sperm whales. 

They are act�ve hunters, feed�ng on squ�d, fish and other 

mar�ne mammals. Forty-five spec�es of cetacean occur 

�n Austral�an waters. Of these, n�ne are known to occur 

regularly �n the waters of the Reg�on, �nclud�ng three 

spec�es of whale and s�x spec�es of dolph�n (see append�x 

C, table I). Cetacean spec�es that do not regularly 

feed, aggregate or m�grate through the Reg�on, or are 

cons�dered outs�de the�r normal range �f found �n the 

Reg�on, are l�sted �n append�x C, table II. 

Nat�onally protected spec�es

All cetaceans are protected under the EPBC Act. Three 

spec�es of cetacean known to occur �n the Reg�on are 

l�sted as threatened and/or m�gratory under the EPBC 

Act (table D IV). Add�t�onally, the long-snouted sp�nner 

dolph�n, Austral�an snubfin dolph�n (then l�sted as 

Irrawaddy dolph�n) and Indo-Pac�fic humpback dolph�n 

are cons�dered as pr�or�ty spec�es under the 1996 Action 

Plan for Australian Cetaceans, although �nformat�on �s st�ll 

too scarce to ass�gn them to a conservat�on category 

(Bann�ster et al. 1996; Ross 2006).

Table D IV Cetaceans listed as threatened or migratory under the EPBC Act that are known to occur in the North Marine 

Region

Species Conservation status Australian Government conservation 
plans or strategies for the species

Indo-Pac�fic humpback 
dolph�n
(Sousa chinensis)

M�gratory
[also l�sted under CITES (Append�x I) and 
CMS (Append�x II)]

The Action Plan for Australian Cetaceans 
(1996)

Guidelines on the Application of the 
Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act to Interactions between 
Offshore Seismic Operations and Larger 
Cetaceans (2001)

Australian National Guidelines for Whale 
and Dolphin Watching (2005)

•

•

•

Spotted bottlenose dolph�n
(Tursiops aduncus)

M�gratory
[also l�sted under CITES (Append�x II) and 
CMS (Append�x II)]

Austral�an snubfin dolph�n 
(Orcaella heinsohni)
 

M�gratory
[also l�sted under CITES (Append�x I) and 
CMS (Append�x II)]

Australian snubfin dolphins. Photo: Deb Thiele.
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The Austral�an Government has establ�shed the 

Austral�an Whale Sanctuary to protect all whales and 

dolph�ns found �n Austral�an waters. The Austral�an 

Whale Sanctuary covers the Commonwealth mar�ne area 

and �ncludes waters around Austral�a’s external terr�tor�es 

such as Chr�stmas, Cocos (Keel�ng), Norfolk, Heard and 

McDonald �slands. W�th�n the sanctuary �t �s an offence 

for Austral�an res�dents to k�ll, �njure or �nterfere w�th a 

cetacean. Further �nformat�on on the Austral�an Whale 

Sanctuary can be found at <www.env�ronment.gov.au/

coasts/spec�es/cetaceans/sanctuary.html>.

Ecology of protected cetaceans �n the 

North Mar�ne Reg�on

Cetaceans found �n the Reg�on �nclude spec�es such 

as the long-snouted sp�nner dolph�n, found �n pelag�c 

waters, the false k�ller whale, found �n deeper offshore 

waters, and the short-finned p�lot whale, that �s 

observed around areas of upwell�ng and canyons on the 

cont�nental shelf. Other spec�es that occur �n waters 

�n and adjacent to the Reg�on �nclude the Austral�an 

snubfin dolph�n and Indo-Pac�fic humpback dolph�n. 

The Austral�an snubfin dolph�n, Indo-Pac�fic humpback 

dolph�n and the bottlenose dolph�ns are the most 

common spec�es found �nshore �n Northern Terr�tory 

coastal waters.

Cetaceans that are found �n the Reg�on vary w�dely �n 

the�r b�olog�cal character�st�cs. The Reg�on does not 

appear to be a part of the usual m�gratory pathway for 

humpback whales, although they have been s�ghted 

travers�ng the western part of the Arafura Sea between 

the�r breed�ng areas �n the trop�cal and subtrop�cal 

waters and the�r feed�ng areas �n the Antarct�c. 

Humpbacks are thought not to feed wh�le v�s�t�ng the 

Reg�on. Both the Austral�an snubfin dolph�n and Indo-

Pac�fic humpback dolph�n res�de �n enclosed, shallow 

seagrass hab�tats �n the Reg�on and adjacent areas, 

and share s�m�lar hab�tat preferences (Parra 2006). The 

Austral�an snubfin dolph�n �s newly descr�bed and �s 

endem�c to Austral�an and poss�bly Papua New Gu�nea 

waters (Beasley et al. 2005). Spotted bottlenose dolph�ns 

are res�dent �n the Reg�on and prefer estuar�ne and 

shallow waters.

Important areas for cetaceans �n the 

North Mar�ne Reg�on

Important areas �n the Reg�on are �dent�fied for 

cetaceans l�sted as threatened or m�gratory under 

the EPBC Act. A number of areas �n or adjacent to the 

Reg�on are of part�cular �mportance for cetacean spec�es, 

�nclud�ng:

Anson Bay to Fog Bay – supports aggregat�ons of Austral�an 

snubfin and Indo-Pac�fic humpback dolph�ns.

Beagle Gulf – �nclud�ng Darw�n and Bynoe Harbours, 

Shoal Bay and Adela�de R�ver – supports aggregat�ons of 

Austral�an snubfin and Indo-Pac�fic humpback dolph�ns.

Humpback whale breaching. Photo: Mark Farrell.
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Bathurst and Melville islands – support aggregat�ons of 

Austral�an snubfin and Indo-Pac�fic humpback dolph�ns.

Van Diemen Gulf – �nclud�ng Chambers Bay, South and East 

All�gator r�vers, Kakadu Nat�onal Park, Cobourg Pen�nsula 

and the Croker Islands – supports aggregat�ons of 

Austral�an snubfin and Indo-Pac�fic humpback dolph�ns.

Blue Mud Bay – has a nat�onally s�gn�ficant res�dent 

populat�on of Austral�an snubfin dolph�ns and a res�dent 

populat�on of Indo-Pac�fic humpback dolph�ns.

Groote Eylandt – supports aggregat�ons of Indo-Pac�fic 

humpback dolph�ns.

Sir Edward Pellew Group – supports aggregat�ons of 

Austral�an snubfin, Indo-Pac�fic humpback and spotted 

bottlenose dolph�ns.

Wellesley Islands – home to res�dent populat�ons of 

spotted bottlenose dolph�ns.

Albatross Bay – has res�dent populat�ons of Indo-Pac�fic 

humpback dolph�ns dur�ng the dry season.

Known �nteract�ons, threats and 

m�t�gat�on measures

Under the EPBC Act, all cetaceans are protected w�th�n 

the Austral�an Whale Sanctuary. S�nce the term�nat�on of 

whal�ng �n Austral�an waters, cetacean populat�ons have 

been recover�ng at vary�ng rates, w�th humpback whale 

populat�ons �ncreas�ng at a rate close to the�r b�olog�cal 

capac�ty. 

Current �nternat�onal whal�ng act�v�t�es are bel�eved to 

rema�n as the most s�gn�ficant �mpact on whales that 

res�de �n or traverse through Austral�an waters. Antarct�c 

m�nke whales wh�ch may m�grate past Austral�an shores 

are the pr�mary target of a spec�al perm�t, or ‘sc�ent�fic’ 

whal�ng by Japan (JARPA II). Short-finned p�lot whales 

and some dolph�n spec�es (e.g. long-snouted sp�nner, 

spotted, str�ped and rough-toothed dolph�ns) that are 

known to occur or may be found �n the Reg�on are also 

hunted �n Japan, Indones�a and Sr� Lanka. Interact�ons 

between cetaceans and humans �n Austral�an waters are 

generally acc�dental. The most s�gn�ficant �nteract�ons 

between human act�v�t�es and cetaceans �n the Reg�on 

are l�kely to be those �nvolv�ng fisher�es, o�l and gas, 

defence and sh�pp�ng. These are cons�dered �n more 

deta�l below.

Commercial fisheries

Interact�ons between cetaceans and fisher�es act�v�t�es 

can �nclude compet�t�on for target spec�es, depredat�on 

of catch, entanglement by cetaceans �n gear, and �njury 

or death through �nc�dental capture. The pr�mary threat 

assoc�ated w�th fisher�es to cetaceans �n the Reg�on �s 

l�kely to be �nc�dental mortal�ty �n fish�ng gear. 

Informat�on on troph�c �nteract�ons between cetaceans 

and fisher�es �s l�m�ted. Work on mar�ne mammals 

generally �nd�cates that cetaceans at the top of the food 

cha�n may have a s�gn�ficant effect on the structure of 

the mar�ne ecosystem. Compet�t�on between cetaceans 

and fisher�es may be d�rect, where both are target�ng 

a common prey spec�es, or �nd�rect, through complex 

troph�c �nteract�ons. In part�cular, fisher�es target�ng 

small pelag�c spec�es, such as p�lchards and redba�t, may 

have a s�gn�ficant effect on some cetacean spec�es, as 

small pelag�c fish are thought to be �mportant to many 

components of the mar�ne ecosystem generally. 

Dolph�ns are known to act�vely feed on d�scards 

from the Northern Prawn F�shery (Department of 

the Env�ronment and Her�tage 2003). An assessment 

of the poss�ble �mpacts of d�scards on select spec�es 

populat�ons �nclud�ng dolph�ns �s descr�bed by 

Po�ner et al. (1998). D�scard�ng �n areas of regular 

trawl�ng may affect dolph�n populat�ons as d�scards 

concentrate �n smaller areas w�th�n the forag�ng range 

of the scavengers. Prov�s�on�ng of an�mals �s an �ssue of 

concern, w�th the poss�b�l�ty of �ncreas�ng populat�ons 

of some spec�es beyond the�r natural capac�ty, wh�ch 

may have �mpl�cat�ons for the ecosystem as a whole. 

The reduct�on �n the number of fish�ng vessels �n the 

Northern Prawn F�shery and the reduct�on �n length 

of the trawl�ng season w�ll ass�st �n a reduct�on �n the 

amount of d�scards from prawn trawls �n the Reg�on. 

Austral�an snubfin and Indo-Pac�fic humpback dolph�ns 

are vulnerable to g�ll-nets set for barramund� and other 

fish spec�es �n r�ver and estuar�ne hab�tats. Overfish�ng 

of the prey of these dolph�n spec�es �s of �ncreas�ng 

concern (Ross 2006). 

The Gulf of Carpentar�a Inshore F�nfish F�shery has 

tr�alled acoust�c p�ngers to warn dolph�ns of net 

locat�ons �n the Reg�on, but the effect�veness of the 

p�ngers �s yet to be proven. Other measures that 

have been �ntroduced to prevent �mpacts of fisher�es 

operat�ons on cetaceans �nclude requ�rements for 

attend�ng nets, restr�ct�ons on net lengths, closed water 
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declarat�ons �n �mportant areas, and m�n�mum and 

max�mum mesh s�zes for nets.

Aquaculture

Aquaculture act�v�t�es and equ�pment may be a source 

of �nteract�on w�th cetacean spec�es, part�cularly 

smaller whales and dolph�ns �n waters adjacent to the 

Reg�on. Cetaceans may become entangled �n aquaculture 

�nstallat�ons (Kemper and G�bbs 2001; Watson-Capps 

and Mann 2005) and an�mals may avo�d aquaculture 

�nstallat�ons, result�ng �n d�splacement from the�r 

preferred hab�tat.

Oil and gas exploration

O�l and gas explorat�on and other geophys�cal surveys 

�nvolve the use of se�sm�c ‘a�r-guns’, wh�ch generate a 

rap�d release of a�r under h�gh pressure to determ�ne the 

geolog�cal profile of the sea floor and the substrate. The 

generat�on of no�se result�ng from th�s h�gh pressure a�r 

�s known to have some �mpact on cetaceans. The effects 

of se�sm�c survey�ng on whales are not fully understood, 

but may lead to phys�cal or behav�oural changes. Th�s �s 

part�cularly s�gn�ficant where there �s a h�gh l�kel�hood 

that whales w�ll be encountered, or se�sm�c work �s to 

be undertaken near �mportant hab�tats, such as areas of 

known breed�ng, rest�ng, feed�ng or m�grat�on. Baleen 

whales such as humpback, blue and fin whales may be 

more affected by se�sm�c act�v�t�es surveys than toothed 

whales, as the�r acoust�c range �s thought to operate �n 

the same frequency as a�r gun pulses. Se�sm�c operat�ons 

are regulated by the Austral�an Government’s EPBC Act 

Pol�cy Statement 2.1 – Interaction between Offshore Seismic 

Exploration and Whales (May 2007) and are ava�lable at 

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/epbc/publ�cat�ons/se�sm�c>. 

The gu�del�nes prov�de precaut�onary m�t�gat�on 

measures a�med at prevent�ng �njury and m�n�m�s�ng the 

threat of b�olog�cally s�gn�ficant changes. The petroleum 

�ndustry has taken an act�ve role �n the development and 

�mplementat�on of measures to m�n�m�se the potent�al 

�mpacts of explorat�on on cetaceans. The �ndustry seeks 

to undertake explorat�on, where pract�cable, dur�ng 

t�mes when encounters w�th whales are generally least 

l�kely to occur. 

Defence activities

The Austral�an Government Department of Defence 

conducts a range of act�v�t�es, such as target pract�ce, 

wh�ch �nvolve the use of l�ve ammun�t�on and the use 

of act�ve sonar to locate targets w�th�n the mar�ne 

env�ronment. No�se from some types of m�l�tary sonar 

has been l�nked to cetacean strand�ngs and deaths of 

some spec�es of deep-d�v�ng beaked whales �n other 

parts of the world. To date, there �s no ev�dence of 

whale strand�ngs l�nked to defence tra�n�ng act�v�t�es �n 

the Reg�on.

In order to prevent �mpacts on cetaceans by the�r 

act�v�t�es, the Royal Austral�an Navy has developed 

procedures for detect�ng whales dur�ng defence tra�n�ng 

act�v�t�es. These procedures prov�de adv�ce for operators 

of m�l�tary a�rcraft and equ�pment and naval vessels 

that produce sonar or sources of underwater sound. 

The Department of Defence, �n cooperat�on w�th the 

Department of the Env�ronment, Water, Her�tage and 

the Arts, develops gu�del�nes when plann�ng act�v�t�es 

�n the mar�ne env�ronment. These gu�del�nes outl�ne any 

approvals that are requ�red, and how to avo�d m�grat�ng, 

breed�ng and feed�ng whales. The Department of Defence 

has also prov�ded financ�al and techn�cal support to 

a range of research act�v�t�es related to cetaceans to 

better �mprove the�r understand�ng of how to avo�d 

�mpacts on the spec�es.

Shipping

Sh�pp�ng �s an �mportant act�v�ty �n the Reg�on. Overseas 

stud�es �nd�cate that sh�p str�kes may be a major cause 

of mortal�ty for some cetacean spec�es (Knowlton and 

Kraus 2001). W�th�n the Reg�on �nteract�ons w�th small 

cetaceans are l�kely to be more common than w�th 

larger spec�es, as these spec�es occur only �nfrequently 

�n the Reg�on. In part�cular, the coastal nearshore 

d�str�but�on of Austral�an snubfin dolph�n and Indo-

Pac�fic humpback dolph�ns suggests that they may be 

vulnerable to �nteract�ons w�th vessel traffic. A study 

�n Queensland showed that acoust�c commun�cat�on 

and group cohes�on �n Indo-Pac�fic humpback dolph�ns 

was affected by boat traffic and no�se (Van Par�js and 

Corkeron 2001).

Marine debris

The �ngest�on of, or entanglement �n, harmful mar�ne 

debr�s has been �dent�fied under the EPBC Act as a 

key threaten�ng process caus�ng �njury and fatal�ty to 

vertebrate mar�ne l�fe. Entanglement �n mar�ne debr�s 

such as d�scarded fish�ng gear can lead to restr�cted 

mob�l�ty, starvat�on, �nfect�on, amputat�on, drown�ng 

and smother�ng. The �ngest�on of plast�c mar�ne debr�s 

can cause phys�cal blockages lead�ng to starvat�on, or 
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mar�ne spec�es. Further �nformat�on �s ava�lable at  

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/b�od�vers�ty/threatened/

publ�cat�ons/mar�ne-debr�s.html>.

Whale watching

In response to concerns regard�ng the �mpact of the 

grow�ng cetacean watch�ng �ndustry on whales �n other 

parts of Austral�a, the Austral�an Government and all 

State and Terr�tory governments jo�ntly developed 

the National Guidelines for Whale and Dolphin Watching 

(Department of the Env�ronment and Her�tage 2005d). 

These gu�del�nes apply equally to commerc�al and 

recreat�onal whale watch�ng and have the dual a�ms of:

•

•

m�n�m�s�ng harmful �mpacts on whales, dolph�ns 

and porpo�ses; and

ensur�ng that people have the best opportun�ty to 

enjoy and learn about the whales, dolph�ns and 

porpo�ses found �n Austral�an waters.

The gu�del�nes set out a number of requ�rements of 

relevance to both commerc�al and recreat�onal whale 

and dolph�n watch�ng, �nclud�ng m�n�mum d�stance 

requ�rements for vessels, a�rcraft and hel�copters. State 

and Terr�tory governments manage the day-to-day 

act�v�t�es of the cetacean watch�ng tour�sm sector �n 

coastal waters, and the�r management arrangements 

are cons�stent w�th the nat�onal gu�del�nes. The 

Austral�an Government �mplemented the latest nat�onal 

gu�del�nes �n the EPBC Regulat�ons �n June 2006 

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/coasts/publ�cat�ons/whale-

watch�ng-gu�del�nes-2005.html>.

Bryde’s whale. Photo: C. Jenner.
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Recreational activities

Recreat�onal and tour�sm act�v�t�es at sea have the 

potent�al to affect the behav�our of cetaceans. Because 

of the�r presence �n shallower coastal waters �n the 

Reg�on, humpback whales and some spec�es of dolph�n 

may be suscept�ble to d�sturbance from tour�sm 

operat�ons. 

Recreat�onal boat�ng may affect cetaceans through 

d�rect str�kes result�ng �n �njury or death, phys�cal 

d�sturbance, and mask�ng of the acoust�c cues that 

cetaceans depend on for commun�cat�on, or�entat�on or 

food-find�ng.

Offshore installations

Offshore �nstallat�ons such as w�nd farms or wave 

generators �n other parts of the world are currently 

under assessment for the�r potent�al to �mpact on 

cetaceans.

Aircraft

Because of the�r speed, no�se, shadow or downdraft (�n 

the case of hel�copters), a�rcraft have been shown to 

d�sturb whales and dolph�ns. Prov�s�ons for the operat�on 

of a�rcraft �n the v�c�n�ty of whales and dolph�ns are 

outl�ned �n the Australian National Guidelines for Whale and 

Dolphin Watching 2005 (Department of the Env�ronment 

and Her�tage 2005d).

Land-based activities

Tox�c contam�nants such as heavy metals and synthet�c 

compounds such as organochlor�nes may enter 

the mar�ne env�ronment through so�l eros�on and 

agr�cultural run-off. Organochlor�nes are commonly used 

�n �nsect�c�des and, wh�le usually only found at very low 

concentrat�ons �n seawater, they can accumulate up 

the food cha�n to tox�c levels (Env�ronment Austral�a 

2002). Organochlor�nes are soluble �n fat and heavy 

doses may be passed to offspr�ng through mothers’ 

m�lk. Concentrat�ons of organochlor�nes and other tox�c 

contam�nants have been found �n mar�ne mammals 

throughout the world �nclud�ng sperm whales off 

Tasman�a, and �n dolph�ns off South Austral�a (Evans 

et al. 2004; Correll et al. 2004). It �s thought that 

organochlor�nes and other tox�ns may have deleter�ous 

effects on the �mmune, endocr�ne and nervous systems 

of cetaceans and may contr�bute to mass mortal�ty 

events and strand�ngs. Spec�es w�th an �nshore 

d�str�but�on such as Austral�an snubfin and Indo-Pac�fic 

humpback dolph�ns may be part�cularly vulnerable to 

pollutants enter�ng coastal waters through land-based 

act�v�t�es.

Climate change

The long-term effects of global warm�ng on mar�ne 

spec�es are st�ll speculat�ve, however �t �s pred�cted that 

both hab�tat and food ava�lab�l�ty w�ll be affected by 

�ncreas�ng ocean temperatures, chang�ng ocean currents, 

r�s�ng sea levels and reduct�ons �n sea �ce. Such changes 

may affect current m�grat�on routes, feed�ng areas and 

calv�ng grounds, render�ng current hab�tat unsu�table. 

S�m�larly, changes to cl�mate and oceanograph�c 

processes may lead to decreased b�olog�cal product�v�ty 

and d�fferent patterns of prey d�str�but�on and 

ava�lab�l�ty (Department of the Env�ronment and 

Her�tage 2005a,b,c). 

Threats to those cetaceans l�sted as endangered or 

vulnerable under the EPBC Act are addressed �n the 

object�ves of the Recovery Plan for Australia’s Threatened 

Whales (Department of the Env�ronment and Her�tage 

2005a,b,c). The object�ves of the recovery plan are: 

the recovery of populat�ons of whales us�ng 

Austral�an waters so that the spec�es can be 

cons�dered secure �n the w�ld; a d�str�but�on of 

whales �n Austral�an waters that �s s�m�lar to the 

pre-explo�tat�on d�str�but�on; and 

to ma�nta�n the protect�on of whales from human 

threats. 

To ach�eve these object�ves, the recovery plan 

recommends the �mplementat�on of programmes 

to measure populat�on abundance and trends, to 

better define the character�st�cs of calv�ng, feed�ng 

and m�gratory areas, manage and mon�tor threats to 

�mportant hab�tat and prey ava�lab�l�ty, and mon�tor 

cl�mate and oceanograph�c change. More �nformat�on on 

the recovery plans for humpback, blue, fin and se� whales 

can be found at <www.env�ronment.gov.au/b�od�vers�ty/

threatened/publ�cat�ons/recovery/m-novaeangl�ae> and 

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/b�od�vers�ty/threatened/

publ�cat�ons/recovery/balaenoptera-sp>.

Cetacean stranding adjacent to the North Marine 

Region

The relat�onsh�p between strand�ng events and human 

act�v�t�es �s not well understood. Poss�ble natural causes 

of whale strand�ngs �nclude d�sease, �njury, ocean 

currents and topograph�cal features of the coastl�ne. 

•

•
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Pollut�on, sh�p str�kes and anthropogen�c mar�ne no�se 

have also been suggested as contr�but�ng to strand�ngs 

(for example, Engel et al. 2004; La�st et al. 2001). 

Records of strand�ngs collated by Chatto and Warneke 

(2000) between 1948 to 1999 l�st 57 cetacean strand�ngs 

�n coastal Northern Terr�tory. For many of the strand�ngs 

that �nvolved a s�ngle an�mal found dead, there �s no 

way of know�ng whether the an�mal was al�ve when 

beached, or d�ed at sea and was transported by currents, 

w�nds or t�des before be�ng washed ashore. Cetacean 

spec�es that have been �nvolved �n strand�ngs �n the 

Reg�on �nclude bottlenose and Indo-Pac�fic humpback 

dolph�ns, melon-headed whale, humpback whale, sperm 

whale and Cuv�er’s beaked whale. In 2004, the largest 

strand�ng of short-finned p�lot whales �n the Northern 

Terr�tory occurred where 54 whales were beached on 

Centre Island �n the S�r Edward Pellew Group. 
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