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Executive Summary

This report summarises the distribution and habitat requirements of all 
cetacean (whale, dolphin and porpoise) species known to occur in the 
North-West (NW) Marine Region, which extends three to 200 nautical 
miles offshore in Commonwealth waters from Kalbarri up to the Western 
Australian – Northern Territory border. The region boasts high species and 
habitat diversity, numerous threatened and migratory species, including 
the world’s largest but still recovering population of humpback whales. 
This report identifies threats to cetacean populations in the region, 
highlights conservation needs and makes a number of recommendations 
for research and management measures.

A great whale haven
The NW Marine Region contains many areas of 
importance for individual cetacean species and 
species groups. 

Overall 32 cetacean species have been recorded in 
the region, 21 of which occur regularly and a further 
11 have been recorded occasionally. These include 
three inshore dolphins, eight pelagic dolphins, eight 
baleen whales and 13 toothed whales. The four 
species considered most abundant include the 
Australian snubfin dolphin (a species only found 
in Australian waters), the Indo-Pacific humpback 
dolphin, the Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphin and 
the humpback whale. However, other species are 
also regularly encountered during surveys, such as 
the pygmy blue whale, sperm whale, false killer 
whale and striped dolphin. Remaining species 
are encountered less frequently and there are 
still large knowledge gaps. 

The bays and inlets of the Kimberley are home to 
a number of inshore dolphins. Humpback whales 
breed and calve in an area from Broome to the 
northern end of Camden Sound, and migrate through 
the waters off Quondong Point and James Price Point 
where high densities of dolphins have also been 
recorded 146. Quondong Point is a known aggregation 
site for blue whales. This area also attracts false killer 
whales and a number of dolphin species. 

The region’s islands and reefs – especially Barrow, 
Browse and the Montebello and Lacepede Islands, 
Ashmore and Scott Reefs and the Rowley Shoals 
– provide important habitat for the three most 
abundant dolphin species in the region. Truly oceanic 
species may be attracted to the waters over Wallaby 
Saddle, the Exmouth Plateau and the Scott Plateau; 
these have historically been known as aggregation 
areas for sperm whales, and might also provide 
feeding grounds for beaked whales.

Ashmore Reef is the site of records for 15 species of 
cetaceans 120. Scott Reef and the Rowley Shoals are 
thought to be important to blue whales, dwarf sperm 
whales and Cuvier’s beaked whales 121. 

Browse Island and surrounding waters may be one 
of the most significant habitats for cetaceans in the 
region; a recent survey documented unprecedented 
levels of co-occurring species of cetaceans in 
Australian waters. Cetaceans encountered in this 
area include Bryde’s whales, potentially feeding 
humpback whales and pygmy blue whales, Antarctic 
minke whales, dwarf minke whales, short-finned 
pilot whales, melon-headed whales, false killer 
whales, pygmy killer whales and several species 
of oceanic dolphins (Jenner C. pers. comm. 2011). 
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Species recorded in the offshore habitats of 
the Kimberley include spinner, bottlenose and 
Indo-Pacific humpback dolphins, pilot, false killer, 
Bryde’s, humpback and pygmy blue whales. 
Ningaloo periodically attracts species such as 
humpback, pygmy blue and minke whales, 
and bottlenose, Indo-Pacific humpback and 
Risso’s dolphins 160.

There are a number of areas yet to be studied but 
likely to be important to cetaceans, including 
deepwater shelf break areas and canyon and 
seamount features. In general, knowledge about 
most species is lacking, and for many there is no 
information relating specifically to the NW Marine 
Region, hampering effective environmental 
protection. Some cetacean research is ongoing in 
the region, largely commissioned and funded by the 
oil and gas industry, but not all of the data resulting 
from these projects is available to the public or the 
scientific community.

Our last great whale haven under threat
A number of ongoing threats to cetaceans 
are present in the region. Many of these are 
associated with the activities of the oil and gas 
industry, including the cumulative effects of 
repeated or overlapping seismic exploration, 
shipping movements, the threat of spills and 
pollution, and production activities such as drilling. 
The high level of oil and gas activity increases 
the risk of a major oil spill in the region, such as 
the 2009 blowout from the Montara Wellhead 
Platform that affected approximately 90,000 km2 
of the Timor Sea. The industry has obligations to 
minimise and mitigate their impacts on cetaceans 
in the region, but impacts are nevertheless likely to 
occur, as their activities overlap significantly with 
important cetacean habitats such as Exmouth Gulf, 
Ningaloo Reef, Barrow Island, Quondong Point 
and James Price Point, the Kimberley Coast, Browse 
Island, Scott Reef and Ashmore Reef. Other threats 
to cetaceans in the region come from fisheries, 
shipping and marine debris. 

Inadequate protection for cetaceans 
Through its Marine Bioregional Planning  
process, the Australian Government is proposing  
a North-west Commonwealth Marine Reserve 
Network that includes 10 marine reserves.  
However, only three of these are highly protected 
Marine National Parks, and only one of those three 
includes shallower parts of the marine environment 
which scientists report to be most threatened.  
The region is recognised globally for its cetacean 
species richness, but the Government’s draft 
Bioregional Plan lists only four cetacean species  
as conservation priorities (humpback whales, 
Australian snubfin dolphin, Indo-Pacific humpback 
dolphin and Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphin). 

The proposed highly protected areas avoid current 
and proposed petroleum leases. Areas where 
multiple human uses intersect, especially the oil and 
gas industry, fisheries and shipping, are not destined 
for further protection. While the initial ‘Areas for 
Further Assessment’ process identified a number of 
the areas as having important habitats for cetaceans, 
the vast majority of these were not included as highly 
protected reserves in the network . 

The Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation (EPBC) Act 1999, which is the  
foundation of the Bioregional Planning process, also 
includes other measures to regulate specific activities 
that can impact upon cetaceans. All species of 
cetaceans in the NW Marine Region qualify as matters 
of national environmental significance under the 
EPBC Act and are protected by the Australian Whale 
Sanctuary. Therefore, the Australian Government 
has considerable grounds on which to ensure that 
commercial interests in the region operate with 
integrity and transparency and have little or no 
impact on environmental assets such as cetaceans. 
The importance of the oil and gas industry’s 
contribution to the region’s and the nation’s 
economy is not underestimated; however,  
the industry’s activities must go hand in hand  
with a long-term environmental stewardship 
program that recognises the environment as  
one of Australia’s most important assets. 
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Recommendations

Future Research
Effective environmental protection in the NW Marine Region is hampered 
by large knowledge gaps. Very little is known about the species composition 
and distribution of cetaceans in the region, and even less is known about 
some of their habitats, especially in deep offshore waters. 

Preliminary surveys funded by the oil and gas 
industry have begun to assess the species 
composition, abundance, distribution and movement 
of cetaceans in the region; this research must 
continue and be expanded to include long-term 
monitoring of relevant cetacean populations and to 
examine long-term impacts of specific facilities. 

All industry-funded cetacean data should be made 
publicly available to allow independent analyses. 
The importance of the industry’s contribution to the 
national economy is not underestimated; however, 
the industry’s activities must go hand in hand with 
a long-term environmental stewardship program 
that includes long-term and transparent scientific 
research rather than a simple box-ticking exercise 
at the beginning of each project. 

In order to allow fully informed decisions about 
future exploitation of the region, surveys associated 
with individual developments must sit within 
a strategic and independent research program 
designed to assess the region’s marine biodiversity. 
Clearly such a program will have significant costs 
attached to it and these should not be carried 
by government alone. Coordinated industry 
involvement and funding would be key to the 
successful implementation of such a strategy. 

Future research on cetaceans in the 
NW Marine Region should focus on:

• Distribution and abundance 
of individual species; 

• Behaviour and biological 
properties of individual species;

• Critical habitat for key species, including 
food web dynamics and habitat use;

• Changes in habitat use and the size 
of breeding and nursery areas with 
changing population size;

• Migration, seasonal and diurnal movement;

• Monitoring programs in sensitive areas 
across all months of the year;

• Incorporating results of research on the 
impacts of oil spills on cetaceans into 
adaptive management and mitigation 
plans on an ongoing basis;

• Assessment and development of, and 
innovation in, impact mitigation strategies. 
In particular the relative risk reduction for 
all proposed mitigation measures should 
be quantified wherever possible;

• Recognising that all human-generated noise 
will have some impacts, research should be 
focussed on reducing noise inputs into the 
marine environment. For seismic surveys, 
this would include better analysis and 
processing methods so that less powerful 
sources are required and ensuring that 
surveys are conducted in the most efficient way 
possible to reduce the number of air-gun blasts.
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Species Prioritisation
The Bioregional Plan should include all 32 cetacean 
species recognised as frequenting the NW Marine 
Region as conservation priorities. All species require 
more research and protection. However, until such 
a time as the knowledge base is improved and 
as all species have not been recorded in the same 
densities, IFAW recommends an interim prioritisation 
scheme for species in the NW Marine Region. 
Immediate and high priority species should have 
their habitat protected through the establishment 
of strictly protected marine reserves or other means. 
High and medium priority species should be the focus 
of targeted surveys to establish their occurrence with 
more confidence. Medium and low priority species 
should be the focus of any future amendments to 
conservation and mitigation policies, pending a 
better understanding of these species in the NW 
Marine Region. 

Immediate priority
(Known to use the NW Marine Region as 
permanent or critical feeding and / or breeding 
habitat. Seen commonly during surveys): 

• Australian snubfin dolphin  
(Orcaella heinsohni)

• Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphin 
(Tursiops aduncus)

• Indo-Pacific humpback dolphin  
(Sousa chinensis)

• Common bottlenose dolphin  
(Tursiops truncatus)

• Humpback whale  
(Megaptera novaeangliae)

• Pygmy blue whale 
(Balaenoptera musculus brevicauda)

High priority 
(Known to use the NW Marine Region as 
permanent or critical feeding and / or breeding 
habitat, or migrates through the region. 
Seen frequently during surveys):

• Risso’s dolphin (Grampus griseus)

• Rough-toothed dolphin (Steno bredaensis)

• Pan-tropical spotted dolphin  
(Stenella attenuata)

• Spinner dolphin (Stenella longirostris)

• Striped dolphin (Stenella coeruleoalba)

• False killer whale (Pseudorca crassidens)

• Killer whale (Orcinus orca)

• Sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus)

• Bryde’s whale (Balaenoptera edeni)

Medium priority 
(Has been recorded in the NW Marine Region, 
small population likely to travel through or 
reside in the region):

• Fraser’s dolphin (Lagenodelphis hosei)

• Antarctic minke whale 
(Balaenoptera bonaerensis)

• Cuvier’s beaked whale (Ziphius cavirostris)

• Dwarf minke whale  
(Balaenoptera acutorostrata)

• Dwarf sperm whale (Kogia simus) 

• Fin whale (Balaenoptera physalus)

• Melon-headed whale (Peponocephala electra)

• Pygmy killer whale (Feresa attenuata)

• Short-finned pilot whale 
(Globicephala macrorhynchus)

• Long-finned pilot whale (Globicephala melas)

• Short-beaked common dolphin 
(Delphinus delphis)

Low / longer-term priority 
(Expected to occur in the NW Marine Region 
based on presence of adequate habitat):

• Southern right whale (Eubalaena australis)

• Pygmy sperm whale (Kogia breviceps)

• Blainville’s beaked whale 
(Mesoplodon densirostris)

• Gingko-toothed beaked whale 
(Mesoplodon gingkodens)

• Gray’s beaked whale (Mesoplodon grayi)

• Sei whale (Balaenoptera borealis)

Further research may change our 
understanding of species abundance and 
distribution in the region or the importance 
of the region’s habitats; this prioritisation 
scheme will need to change accordingly.
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Habitat Protection
More than the animals themselves, it is cetaceans’ 
habitats that are at risk in the NW Marine Region. 
The conservation of cetaceans requires the 
safeguarding of their habitats, both coastal and 
pelagic128. The proposed areas to be included as 
highly protected marine reserves do not offer 
adequate protection for species in the region. 
The marine reserves network of highly protected 
areas should be extended to include areas of 
recorded high cetacean density and diversity, 
including at least:

• waters off Exmouth Gulf, Ningaloo Reef 
and Shark Bay;

• waters offshore from Quondong Point; 

• waters surrounding Browse Island including 
the nearest continental slope;

• waters surrounding Scott Reef including the 
nearest continental slope;

• waters surrounding the Rowley Shoals;

• waters surrounding Barrow Island;

• the currently proposed Abrolhos (Wallaby 
Extension) Commonwealth Marine Reserve;

• waters surrounding the existing Commonwealth 
Marine Reserves of Ashmore Reef and Cartier 
Island and Mermaid Reef;

• waters of the proposed Kimberley Reserve, 
to more adequately cover the humpback 
calving grounds.

When prioritising habitats to include for protection, 
the guiding principles set forth by Ross et al.145 should 
be considered, including the presence of sufficient 
food, appropriate physical habitat features, adequate 
size and connectivity to other habitats, adequate 
protection for reproductive and socially significant 
activities, consideration of temporal dynamics and 
anthropogenic threats, and the provision of the 
precautionary principle and adaptive management 
where information is lacking. 

Mitigation Plans
Where the establishment of further highly 
protected areas is not feasible, IFAW recommends a 
clear, overarching set of guidelines for the mitigation 
of potential impacts across all areas of the NW 
Marine Region identified as important for cetaceans. 
These mitigation guidelines must improve upon 
existing guidelines for all industries operating in 
the region and cover the full range of their activities. 
IFAW advocates for the implementation of the 
following protocols:

Seismic surveys: 
• Effort should be focused on reducing the overall 

number and length of surveys and reducing 
noise levels of those that do take place. Surveys 
should be better planned and data shared to 
avoid duplication and minimise air-gun blasts.

• Where surveys do proceed, the existing 
guidelines 53 should be subject to immediate and 
ongoing review on the basis of new information 
regarding best practice. Requirements such as 
data collection, presence of adequate marine 
mammal observers, and the additional use 
of passive acoustic monitoring should be 
made mandatory. 

• Temporal restrictions on seismic surveys should 
be mandatory in seasonally important cetacean 
habitats (calving grounds and resting areas 
during the breeding and calving season) which 
have not been declared highly protected areas.

• The guidelines should be extended to include 
all species of cetaceans. 

Ship movements:
• Vessels should avoid sensitive areas 

wherever possible.

• Ship routing measures and the use of shipping 
corridors through recognised sensitive areas 
should be used, as is the case in other parts of 
the world. This could be undertaken through 
the designation of a Particularly Sensitive Sea 
Area in the most vulnerable and important 
habitats, under the auspices of the International 
Maritime Organisation.

• Guidelines should be developed for reducing the 
risk of ship strike from activities requiring vessel 
movements through sensitive habitats. These 
could include carrying trained marine mammal 
observers while in transit, the use of night vision 
technology, speed restrictions, and passive 
acoustic monitoring/warning systems. 

• Further work is required by Government and 
industry to improve compliance with mandatory 
reporting requirements for vessel strikes. 
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Oil and gas operations: 
• No further petroleum acreage should be 

released, nor decisions made on current leases 
open for bidding or under assessment, unless 
independent surveys for evidence of important 
cetacean habitat(s) have been conducted and 
results made publicly available for assessment. 
For existing exploration and production leases, 
no disruptive events should be allowed to 
proceed unless such surveys have been 
conducted and reviewed. 

• Existing oil and gas regulations regarding the 
production of environment plans should be 
revised to provide a formal mechanism for 
independent public scrutiny of plans to ensure 
stringent provisions are in place to reduce 
impacts in sensitive areas.

• Long-term extractive projects should be coupled 
with long-term cetacean monitoring programs.

Fisheries: 
• In many cases, bycatch reduction measures 

are already being implemented for trawling, 
netting and longline fisheries. However, 
better species-level recording, more transparent 
reporting and further research is required to 
determine the potential for further reductions 
in bycatch.

There are enormous challenges in balancing 
conservation and human needs in the NW marine 
environment. The current draft of the NW Marine 
Bioregional Plan and the accompanying proposed 
marine reserves must be improved to find this 
balance, and ensure cetacean conservation is 
presented as a real and achievable objective for all 
species present in the region. While still allowing 
for reasonable human use, the conservation, 
mitigation and research approaches taken by the oil 
and gas industry require greater scrutiny because of 
their longer term implications for how the marine 
environment is protected. To fully implement the 
precautionary principle, the burden of proof must 
be shifted so that conservation actions are not 
dependent upon prior evidence of environmental 
damage. The proper application of the precautionary 
principle is the only means to ensure a long-term 
future for cetaceans and their habitats, without 
jeopardising the economic prosperity of the 
local and broader community. 
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