
whalesanddolphinsin australian waters



Adaptations for life in the sea
Living in the ocean can present many problems for mammals. Whales and 
dolphins have evolved a number of adaptations to overcome some of the 
diffi culties of living in the ocean.

HOW DO THEY BREATHE?

Whales must come to the surface regularly to breathe.  A whale’s blowhole is situated on top of 
their heads so the whale can breathe by just breaking the water’s surface. Some species take only 
one fi fth of a second to exhale and fi ll their lungs. 

Bottlenose and common 
dolphins have binocular 
vision, although they 
often use only one eye to 
examine objects 

SWIMMING AND DIVING

Movement through the water is by up and down 
movements of the horizontally fl attened tail.

The skin contains a complex system of nerve endings 
that probably help whales and dolphins swim more 
effi ciently. At high speeds they need to ensure a 
smooth fl ow of water over their body. In some 
species, sustained speed is important in the pursuit 
of fast prey. In others, such as the deep-diving beaked 
whales, speed may be essential to enable the longest 
possible hunting time at the required depth, and to 
avoid predators.

Diving abilities vary greatly with some species taking 
most of their food in relatively shallow water, diving 
for only a few minutes at a time.

The sperm whale holds the record 
for the deepest dive, reaching depths 
of up to 3 km, and can remain 
underwater for over two hours.

REPRODUCTION

In many species there are distinct breeding seasons. Gestation is usually around 12 months 
for baleen whales, but varies for odontocetes to between ten and 17 months.

HOW WELL DO THEY SEE?

The eyes of whales have large pupils 
that dilate underwater to compensate 
for the low level of light in the deeper 
parts of the oceans.

WHAT DO THEY EAT?

Baleen whales, such as humpbacks 
and blue whales, eat small, prawn-like 
planktonic animals called krill, which 
they fi lter out of seawater using their 
baleen plates.

Toothed whales eat a variety of food, 
for instance beaked whales prefer 
squid, while killer whales will eat fi sh 
and other marine mammals such as 
seals. Some of the inshore species 
such as bottlenose dolphins eat fi sh, 
squid, cuttlefi sh, eels, and even 
prawns and starfi sh.

When feeding, blue whales 
may consume 2-4 tonnes 
of krill in one day. This 
food provides the energy 
for animals to swim and 
migrate long distances 
without the need to feed for 
days or months on end.

STRANDINGS 

Dolphins, pilot and sperm whales are the species 
that most often strand on Australian beaches, 
sometimes in very large numbers. There are many 
theories about why such strandings occur, these 
include the shape of beaches and bays; sick or 
trapped animals calling to the rest of the pod for 
help; or the threat from predators in the area. The 
exact cause has not been determined.

Most state conservation departments will have 
Stranding Contingency Plans to follow in the case 
of strandings. Volunteers often attend strandings 
and assist the local authorities to get many whales 
back out to sea.

There are ways in which humans can 
help in strandings to ensure some 
animals may return to the sea. Report 
any stranded animals to the local 
authorities as soon as possible.

HOW DO THEY HEAR?

Sophisticated sound receivers in 
the head and jaws allow whales to 
determine the direction and intensity of 
underwater sounds. Whales use sound 
as much as sight to understand the 
underwater environment around them.  

The young are usually born tail fi rst. 
Often other members of the pod will 
nudge the newborn to the surface 
for its fi rst breath.

Calves rarely leave their mother’s side 
in the fi rst 6-10 months, depending 
on her for food and protection. In most 
species there appears to be a strong and 
prolonged bond between mother and 
young. Breeding intervals vary across 
the different species.
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