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Executive Summary 

This autumn, in a first for the eastern Great Australian Bight, IFAW conducted the first 

systematic boat-based survey to look at the diversity, distribution and presence of whales 

and dolphins in an area to the west of Kangaroo Island, South Australia. 

 

IFAW’s fieldwork involved both visual and acoustic techniques. Underwater microphones 

(hydrophones) were towed behind the research vessel, allowing whale and dolphin 

vocalisations to be recorded 24 hours a day.  Acoustic data is vital when studying these 

animals, as they spend most of their time underwater, and what we see on the surface is 

only a snapshot of their lives.  

 

Key results: 

SIGHTINGS: During the 220 hours of surveying, we encountered several groups of common 

dolphins, pods of bottlenose dolphins, a number of fur seals, pilot whales, sperm whales 

and Shepherd’s beaked whales.  

 

VISUAL vs. ACOUSTIC: If we had used visual techniques alone, we would have missed at 

least 77% (or 46 groups) of passing whales or dolphins. 

 

DAY AND NIGHT: The majority of our acoustic detections (66%) took place during the hours 

of darkness. Pilot whales were particularly vocal at night and the longest of these nocturnal 

acoustic encounters lasted for over 8 hours, so it is likely that some of the groups were very 

large and widespread. 

 

SPERM WHALES: Our acoustic data revealed that for sperm whales, this area is comparable 

to other globally important sperm whale habitats such as the Ionian Sea, Greece and the 

Hellenic Trench, south of Crete. 

 

RARELY-SEEN: Very significantly, this was the second consecutive year that Shepherd’s 

beaked whales were sighted in this area; a species that has only been previously seen alive 

at sea on fewer than ten occasions worldwide.  Beaked whales are the group of whales 

thought to be most susceptible to the negative impacts of manmade noise. 

 

This study provides some insight into the importance of these waters to a diversity of 

whales and dolphins, but our research also highlights the urgent need for more survey work. 

Further research is required throughout the year and over several years to gain a better 

understanding of this area, which is has recently been opened up for oil and gas 

development. 

 


