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1. Introduction

In 2012, a network of marine reserves was established in 
Commonwealth waters by the then federal Labor Government. 
The management plans for these federal marine parks were 
approved in March 2013 but were subsequently suspended by 
the Coalition Government in December 2013, which has since 
instigated a review of the reserves network. 

During the development of Australia's network 
of Commonwealth marine reserves, a number of 
priority whale and dolphin species (collectively 
known as cetaceans) were identified as ‘major 
conservation values’ in each marine region. As a 
result, the presence of important habitat for these 
cetaceans was used in the rationale for designating 
a number of protected areas. 

Biologically Important Areas (BIAs) were identified 
for these species. BIAs define areas of particular 
importance for the conservation of priority species, 
where these animals display biologically important 
behaviours including breeding, foraging, resting or 
migration1. These areas have been identified, described 
and mapped based on a combination of survey 
information and areas identified by expert scientists 
as likely to be biologically important. This approach 
ensures BIAs do not simply represent areas where 
research effort has been greatest1. 

As a contribution to the marine reserves review, 
this report presents an analysis of the level of 
protection provided by marine reserves in Australian 
waters for cetacean BIAs. It highlights where these 
reserves provide important protection and where 
gaps exist. The report makes recommendations to 
the Australian Government about how zoning within 
the reserves could maintain or improve protection of 
cetacean habitat. 

It is important to note that the analysis is limited to only 
those BIAs identified in Australian Government data 
(see Appendix A). Other important areas for cetaceans 
exist outside of the mapped BIAs; some have been 
identified in Australian waters but have not yet been 
mapped by the government and others may not have 
yet been identified due to a lack of comprehensive 
data. Therefore, these areas are not included in 
this analysis. As a general recommendation, the 
process of mapping BIAs should continue as it 

is an extremely valuable tool for marine spatial 
planning and decision-making. There are a number 
of candidate species where good information exists 
that would allow BIAs to be mapped, for example, dwarf 
minke whales, common dolphins, killer whales and 
beaked whales.

This report also makes a wider contribution to the 
conservation of whales and dolphins in Australian 
waters beyond the marine reserves review, by 
highlighting where important cetacean habitat 
remains outside of the reserves network. The report 
recommends potential management actions that 
could address protection of these areas as well 
as further management options for reserves not 
currently under review i.e. the South-east reserves 
network and the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park. 
The report also identifies research that is required 
to address current data gaps both within and 
outside the reserves network. 

indo-pacific bottlenose dolphin.
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Australia is globally important for the protection of whales and 
dolphins, with over 45 species occurring in Australian waters, 
many of which are threatened and/or highly migratory, crossing 
national and international boundaries.

Identifying and protecting important habitat for 
cetaceans is crucial to the conservation of this group 
of wide-ranging and complex animals, from the 
enormous blue whale to Australia’s endemic dolphin, 
the snubfin. Important habitats are those areas 
identified as being essential for feeding, breeding, 
resting or migration and can also extend to areas  
of important habitat for cetacean prey2. 

There are numerous challenges involved in effectively 
protecting such a diversity of habitats, which are 
often seasonally and geographically variable. Marine 
Protected Areas (MPAs) provide one approach but 
these need to be designed taking such variability into 
account. While protecting cetacean habitat within the 
boundaries of a single MPA is important, cetaceans 
will also spend significant time elsewhere and often 
at great distances, so a collection of MPAs operating 
cooperatively and synergistically, or MPA networks, 
have been proposed as a strategy for the conservation 
of highly mobile marine mammals2,3. 

The needs of cetaceans are numerous and 
multifaceted but essentially, cetaceans require 
large, highly protected areas. Providing the 
selection of these areas is based on sound 
ecological knowledge, the benefits of protection 
should also extend to a great many other species2. 

Similarly, MPAs that have not been designated for 
cetaceans, or specifically with their needs in mind, 
may still bring considerable benefits to cetacean 
populations. 

Marine reserves can contain both marine sanctuaries 
and other MPAs with lower levels of protection, as is 
the case with Australia’s network of marine reserves. 
Marine sanctuaries are similar to national parks  
on land in that they are areas designed to allow 
wildlife to flourish away from human exploitation. 
Research has shown that marine sanctuaries  
are critical to the conservation, enhancement  
and continued protection of marine life4,5,6.  
Non-sanctuary MPAs allow varying degrees of 
human exploitation, making these areas less 
effective at protecting marine life. A recent study 
showed that protection from human exploitation 
was one of five key attributes of effective MPAs6. 

In terms of classifying reserves, the International 
Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) has 
developed a system of categories that can be applied 
to both terrestrial and marine protected areas. 
Marine sanctuaries can include IUCN protected area 
Categories I and II. These categories are described  
in detail by the IUCN7.

2. Whales, dolphins and 
marine reserves

humpback whale mother and calf. adult humpback whale underwater.
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An important question when creating protection 
for cetacean BIAs in Australian waters is how much 
of these areas should be protected? Guidance for 
best practice in marine conservation planning has 
been developed by a collaboration of Australian 
scientists and states that “individual conservation 
features should all be represented in high protection 
zones at a minimum of 30 percent as a proportion 
of their distribution within each bioregion”8. These 
guidelines also note that for threatened and range-
restricted species and habitats this protection 
should be increased to full protection. Spatially, 
failure to designate a minimum proportion of 
essential habitat for protection can mean that the 
MPA will fail to conserve the species it was designed 
to protect9. Further, it is recommended that core 
cetacean habitat and the critical habitat of cetacean 
prey (i.e. upwellings) be assigned high level, or full, 
protection2.

In 41 of the 58 marine reserves (over 70 percent) 
within Australia’s Commonwealth network (not 
including the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park), at 
least one cetacean species is listed as a ‘major 
conservation value’ justifying the creation of the 
reserve. For example, the Kimberley Commonwealth 
Marine Reserve identifies the important migration 
pathway and nursery areas for humpback whales 
and important foraging areas for dolphins as major 
conservation values. 

This report presents a species-by-species 
breakdown, showing the extent to which identified 
cetacean BIAs are covered by marine sanctuaries 
(zoning consistent with IUCN protected area 
categories I and II) and by other types of MPA, such 
as those described as habitat protection, special 
purpose or multiple use zones in Australian marine 
reserves. The report includes both federal and state 
marine reserves, as in many cases cetacean BIAs 
can be found in either or both jurisdictions.

australia's endemic dolphin, the snubfin.
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Recent decades have seen much progress in the establishment of 
protected areas for whales and dolphins in both Commonwealth 
and state waters.

In 1998, long-term protection for southern right 
whale calving habitat at the Head of Bight was 
established by the Howard Government through the 
Great Australian Bight Marine National Park. This 
protection has been reconfirmed and built upon 
by recent federal and state government initiatives. 
The re-zoning of the Great Barrier Reef Marine 
Park by the Howard Government in 2004 saw large 
increases in protection for the breeding and calving 
habitats of east coast humpback whales. In 2006, 
a zoning plan was established by the New South 
Wales Government for the Cape Byron Marine Park, 
substantially increasing protection for the local 
population of Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphins.

These historic gains have been supplemented 
by the recent declaration of the network of 
Commonwealth marine reserves by the Labor 
Government in 2012 and by the Coalition 
Government in 2013, as well as initiatives  
by state governments.

The declaration of the South-west Commonwealth 
Marine Reserves Network has established the 
first ever protection within marine sanctuaries 
for biologically important feeding grounds for 
endangered blue whales and sperm whales.  
In the north-west, the establishment of the 
Commonwealth Kimberley Marine Reserve,  
coupled with the establishment of the Camden 
Sound Marine Park by the Government of Western 
Australia, has created the first ever marine 
sanctuaries for calving and nursing humpback 
whales on the west coast – the largest population  
of humpback whales in the Southern Hemisphere.

However, our analysis revealed a number of 
significant gaps in the protection of BIAs mapped 
for cetaceans in Australian waters. For example, 
endangered blue whale feeding grounds off Victoria 
and South Australia remain completely unprotected 
by marine sanctuaries in these regions, with very 
limited coverage by any type of MPA. Outside of 

the Head of Bight, other major calving grounds 
for endangered southern right whales at Israelite 
Bay and Doubtful Island Bay remain completely 
unprotected. 

Habitat for Australia’s endemic snubfin dolphin also 
has very limited protection. While the establishment 
of the Camden Sound Marine Park by the 
Government of Western Australia in 2013 provided 
the first ever marine sanctuary protection for snubfin 
dolphin BIAs, populations elsewhere remain almost 
completely unprotected. However, this could be 
rectified if the Government of Western Australia uses 
the proposed Roebuck Bay, Horizontal Falls and 
North Kimberley Marine Parks to establish marine 
sanctuaries for the snubfin dolphin.

The table below shows total marine sanctuary and 
non-sanctuary MPA coverage of all identified BIAs 
across all Australian marine reserves. We urge 
caution in drawing conclusions solely from this table 
and suggest that readers consult the species-by-
species breakdown that follows, which highlights 
success stories and priority gaps that need to be 
addressed. However, as can be seen from the table 
below, despite the progress made in recent 
years there remains limited coverage of BIAs, 
particularly by marine sanctuaries, for some  
of Australia’s most threatened, endemic and  
iconic species. 

There is a danger that in some specific areas 
insufficient proportions of BIAs are protected, which 
threatens the success of these MPAs in contributing 
to cetacean conservation efforts. It would be deeply 
damaging to the conservation of cetaceans in 
Australian waters if the review of Commonwealth 
marine reserves currently underway leads to any 
reductions in coverage by marine sanctuaries.  
If anything, this review should provide instead  
an opportunity to address the gaps identified  
in this analysis.

3. Summary of findings
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Species % of BIAs  
in marine  
sanctuaries

% of BIAs in  
non-sanctuary 
MPAs

Total coverage 
(all MPAs)

Blue and pygmy blue whales 2% 27% 29%

southern right whales 2% 16% 18%

east coast humpback whales 11% 38% 49%

west coast humpback whales 9% 37% 46%

sperm whales 2% 18% 20%

indo-pacific bottlenose dolphins 17% 50% 67%

snubfin dolphins 2% 13% 15%

australian humpback dolphins 16% 49% 65%

Note: Throughout this report marine sanctuaries are considered to be MPAs consistent with IUCN protected area categories I and II. 
Non-sanctuary MPAs are all other categories of MPA (including those often referred to in Australian MPAs as habitat protection, special 
purpose and multiple use zones), and 'total coverage' refers to the combined coverage of sanctuary and non-sanctuary MPAs.

the largest toothed whale, the sperm whale.
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The following is a summary of the recommendations made in 
each section of this report. These recommendations are outlined 
in full detail in the species-by-species breakdown that follows.

4. Summary of 
recommendations

Blue whales
1.  To the Australian Government: extend 

existing marine sanctuary protection in the 
Perth Canyon Marine Reserve, particularly 
at the head of the canyon, and remove 
mining as an allowable activity throughout 
the reserve.

2.  To the Australian Government: add 
marine sanctuary zoning in the Southern 
Kangaroo Island, Western Kangaroo Island 
and Western Eyre marine reserves that 
covers blue whale feeding grounds within 
these reserves.

3.  To the Australian Government: consider 
alternative management approaches to 
protect blue whale feeding grounds in 
the Bonney Upwelling, until such time as 
marine reserve protection may be possible.

East coast humpback whales
1.  To the Australian Government: maintain 

high-level protection for east coast 
humpback whale breeding, calving and 
resting BIAs in the Great Barrier Reef 
Marine Park (GBRMP) and Coral Sea 
Marine Reserve (Bellona Reef). 

2.  To the Australian Government: consider 
new management approaches to address 
the emerging threats of ship strike and 
underwater noise pollution in the Great 
Barrier Reef.

Southern right whales
1.  To the Government of Western Australia: 

establish marine reserves, including 
sanctuary zones, to protect core southern 
right whale calving habitat at Israelite Bay 
and Doubtful Islands Bay. 

2.  To the Australian Government: research 
and map southern right whale offshore 
distribution and migration.

3.  To the Victorian Government: introduce 
special protection measures equivalent 
to those in place at Logan’s Beach, 
Warrnambool, for all identified southern 
right whale breeding areas.

West coast humpback whales
1.  To the Australian Government: maintain 

sanctuary protection in the Geographe 
Commonwealth Marine Reserve and  
change the zoning plan to completely 
remove gillnetting, longlining and mining 
within the marine reserve.

2.  To the Australian Government and 
the Government of Western Australia: 
increase protection of humpback whale 
resting BIAs off the west coast to provide 
enhanced protection for these whales 
during this biologically important activity.

3.  To the Australian Government: 
incorporate other management approaches 
to protect migrating west coast humpback 
whales outside of the marine reserves 
network. 
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Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphins
1.  To the Government of Western Australia: 

increase protection for Indo-Pacific 
bottlenose dolphin BIAs in the Kimberley 
area. 

2.  To the Northern Territory Government: 
increase high-level protection of BIAs for 
Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphins.

3.  To the New South Wales Government: 
address the limited marine sanctuary 
protection for Indo-Pacific bottlenose 
dolphins in all BIAs outside of Byron Bay. 

Snubfin dolphins
1.  To the Government of Western Australia: 

ensure snubfin dolphin habitat is afforded a 
high level of protection in the establishment 
of the proposed Roebuck Bay Marine Park. 

2.  To the Northern Territory Government: 
address the lack of sanctuary protection  
for snubfin dolphins BIAs in the Top End. 

3.  To the Australian Government: map 
snubfin dolphin BIAs within the Great 
Barrier Reef to help address conservation 
concerns in the reef for this species. 

Australian humpback dolphins
1.  To the Government of Western Australia: 

address the almost complete lack of 
marine protection for Australian humpback 
dolphin BIAs in the Kimberley area. 

2.  To the Northern Territory Government: 
address the lack of marine sanctuary 
protection for Australian humpback dolphin 
BIAs in the Top End. 

Sperm whales
1.  To the Australian Government: extend the 

BIA for sperm whales off Albany eastward 
to include the Bremer Canyon and increase 
marine sanctuary protection of this BIA, 
including this extension.

2.  To the Australian Government: add 
marine sanctuary zoning in the Southern 
Kangaroo Island, Western Kangaroo Island, 
Western Eyre and Great Australian Bight 
marine reserves to include sperm whale 
feeding grounds.

3.  To the Australian Government: research 
and map sperm whale distribution in 
Australian waters as a matter of priority.

Seeking Sanctuary|protecting whales in australia’s marine reserves  7
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5. Blue whales 

Gains
The declaration of the Perth Canyon Marine Reserve 
by the Labor Government in 2012 and by the Coalition 
Government in 2013 has established the first ever 
protection within marine sanctuaries for biologically 
important feeding grounds for endangered blue whales.

•	 Protection of feeding grounds at the tail of the Perth 
Canyon increased from 0% to 29%.

•	 Protection of feeding grounds at the head of the 
Perth Canyon increased from 0% to 5%.

•	 Protection of the feeding grounds between Cape 
Naturaliste and Jurien Bay increased from 0% to 5%.

Gaps
•	 The Bonney Upwelling feeding grounds off Victoria 

and South Australia remain almost completely 
unprotected, with no protection offered by marine 
sanctuaries and only 5% within any kind of MPA.

•	 The Kangaroo Island feeding grounds have no 
marine sanctuary protection and only 25% of this 
BIA is included within any kind of MPA.

•	 Protection of feeding grounds in the Perth Canyon 
Marine Reserve within marine sanctuaries remains 
limited, particularly at the head of the Perth Canyon.

Biologically Important Area Marine  
sanctuary 
coverage

Non-sanctuary 
MPA coverage

Total coverage 
(all MPAs)

tail of perth canyon feeding grounds 29% 48% 77%

head of perth canyon feeding grounds 5% 73% 78%

cape naturaliste to Jurien Bay feeding grounds 5% 13% 18%

Bonney upwelling feeding grounds 0% 5% 5%

Kangaroo island canyons feeding grounds 0% 25% 25%

great australian Bight feeding grounds 0% 11% 11%

migration zones 3% 31% 34%

Total coverage: all identified BIAs / all marine reserves 2% 27% 29%

Table 1
Protection for biologically important areas identified for blue and pygmy blue whales

photo: © tony wu / www.tonywublog.com

the endangered blue whale.
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Figure 1
Protection for blue and pygmy blue whale Bias within australian MPas

Figure 2
Protection of Bias for blue and pygmy blue whales at the Perth canyon
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Recommendations
1.  To the Australian Government: extend 

existing marine sanctuary protection in the 
Perth Canyon Marine Reserve, particularly at 
the head of the canyon, and remove mining 
as an allowable activity throughout the 
reserve.

Perth Canyon is the only key feeding BIA for 
blue whales in Australia that has any high-
level protection. This protection needs to be 
maintained and ideally extended, especially at 
the head of the Canyon, which has been noted 
as particularly important for blue whales10,11. 
The current zoning of the Perth Canyon Marine 
Reserve allows mining within in half of the 
reserve, despite no mining taking place after 
companies involved in exploring the area 
voluntarily relinquished their leases12. Therefore, 
there is no impediment to changing the zoning. 
Marine sanctuary protection at Perth Canyon 
also benefits other species of cetacean, including 
beaked, sperm, minke, humpback and southern 
right whales and a large number of dolphin 
species, all of which have been recorded here11.

2.  To the Australian Government: add 
marine sanctuary zoning in the Southern 
Kangaroo Island, Western Kangaroo Island 
and Western Eyre marine reserves that 
covers blue whale feeding grounds within 
these reserves.

Identified Kangaroo Island and eastern GAB blue 
whale BIAs are without any high-level protection, 
despite foraging blue whales being listed as a 
major conservation value for reserves in this 
area. At a minimum, increasing the protection of 
these BIAs by removing mining would eliminate 
risks to these whales related to noise from sea 
floor exploration. Noise interference is listed as 
one of the main threats to blue whales in the 
draft Conservation Management Plan for the 
Blue Whale13.

3.  To the Australian Government: consider 
alternative management approaches to 
protect blue whale feeding grounds in the 
Bonney Upwelling, until such time as marine 
reserve protection may be possible.

The third recognised BIA for blue whale feeding, 
the Bonney Upwelling area, is virtually unprotected 
by any kind of MPA. This BIA falls within the South-
east Commonwealth Marine Reserves Network, 
which is not under review. Therefore, until such 
time as it is possible to increase protection levels, 
other marine management approaches should 
be employed to address the risks faced by blue 
whales and other cetacean species found in this 
unique area. These approaches could include 
prohibiting oil and gas exploration in the area 
and/or introducing underwater noise limits14 and 
shipping management measures to reduce the 
risk of vessel collisions with cetaceans. This BIA 
could also be designated an Important Cetacean 
Habitat Area (ICHA) under section 228A of 
the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation (EPBC) Act, as a mechanism to 
implement enhanced management measures.

Seeking Sanctuary|protecting whales in australia’s marine reserves  11
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6. Southern right whales

Gains
•	 Long-term protection for endangered southern right 

whale calving habitats at the Head of Bight was 
established in 1998.

•	 The declaration of the South-west Commonwealth 
Marine Reserve Network by the federal Labor 
Government in 2012 and by the federal Coalition 
Government in 2013, along with the establishment 
of a state-wide network of marine sanctuaries in 
South Australia in 2014, has increased protection 
within marine sanctuaries for biologically important 
seasonal calving habitat and calving buffer zones 
for southern right whales from less than 1% to over 
6%. 

Gaps
•	 Both the Israelite Bay and Doubtful Island Bay 

calving habitats remain completely unprotected  
by any kind of MPA.

•	 Only 1% of all identified southern right whale breeding 
habitats are protected within marine sanctuaries.

•	 Areas currently identified as BIAs for southern 
right whales are almost completely limited to 
knowledge of calving/breeding habitat. Data on the 
offshore migratory movements of these whales is 
urgently needed to address the management and 
conservation needs of southern right whales  
in Australian waters.

Biologically Important Area Marine  
sanctuary 
coverage

Non-sanctuary 
MPA coverage

Total coverage 
(all MPAs)

head of Bight calving habitat 99% 1% 100%

israelite Bay area calving habitat 0% 0% 0%

Doubtful island Bay calving habitat 0% 0% 0%

seasonal calving habitat1 6% 32% 38%

Breeding habitat2 1% 13% 14%

migration zones3 1% 8% 9%

Total coverage: all identified BIAs / all marine reserves 2% 16% 18%

notes: 
1. seasonal calving habitat includes calving buffer between perth and Kangaroo island; 
2.  Breeding includes breeding areas at victor harbor and around warrnambool as well as 'may occur' areas at wilsons promontory and phillip island and 

'likely' areas in south-east tasmania; 
3. migration includes known core range and connecting habitat.

Table 2
Protection for biologically important areas identified for southern right whales 

a group of southern right whales at the surface. southern right whale mother and calf surfacing.

photo: © claire charlton / gaBrws photo: © claire charlton / gaBrws

Seeking Sanctuary|protecting whales in australia’s marine reserves  13Seeking Sanctuary|protecting whales in australia’s marine reserves  13



Figure 3
Protection for southern right whale Bias within australian MPas

Figure 4
Protection of core southern right whale calving grounds at Doubtful island Bay and israelite Bay, Western australia 
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Recommendations
1.  To the Government of Western 

Australia: establish marine reserves, 
including sanctuary zones, to protect core 
southern right whale calving habitat at 
Israelite Bay and Doubtful Islands Bay. 

Core calving habitat BIAs at Israelite Bay and 
Doubtful Island Bay are completely unprotected 
by any kind of MPA, despite these being major 
calving grounds for the south-western population 
of endangered southern right whales. Establishing 
marine reserves here would improve consistency 
with protection at the other major calving ground, 
the Head of Bight. 

2.  To the Australian Government: research 
and map southern right whale offshore 
distribution and migration.

The Australian Government’s Conservation 
Management Plan for the Southern Right Whale 
lists “understanding offshore distribution and 
migration” and “characterising behaviour and 
movements” as high priority actions15. Researching 
and mapping BIAs for these important areas is 
essential for managers and regulators to assess 
and minimise known and potential threats to 
this species, both within and outside the marine 
reserves network.

3.  To the Victorian Government: introduce 
special protection measures equivalent 
to those in place at Logan’s Beach, 
Warrnambool, for all identified southern  
right whale breeding areas.

Logan’s Beach, Warrnambool, has an exclusion 
zone where boating activity is not permitted 
from 1 June to 31 October each year, to prevent 
disturbance of right whale mothers and calves16. 
Similar measures are in place in Encounter Bay, 
South Australia. IFAW recommends that the 
coastal aggregation areas at Portland, Port Fairy, 
Port Campbell and Peterborough are also given 
special protection similar to these measures. 
Unlike the south-western population, the south-
eastern Australian right whale population does not 
appear to be increasing, and vessel disturbance is 
listed as a known threat to this species of whale16. 

Seeking Sanctuary|protecting whales in australia’s marine reserves  15
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Gains
•	 Big increases in protection for the breeding 

and calving habitats of east coast humpback 
whales were established by the Howard Coalition 
Government in 2004 with the re-zoning of the  
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park (GBRMP).

•	 Current protection of the Great Barrier Reef (GBR) 
breeding and calving habitats for east coast 
humpback whales within marine sanctuaries is 
25%.

Gaps
•	 The resting habitats of Hervey Bay and Moreton Bay 

are mostly unprotected by marine sanctuaries (3% 
and 6% respectively).

•	 Only 5% of all humpback whale migration zones 
in eastern Australia are protected by marine 
sanctuaries.

7. East coast  
humpback whales

Biologically Important Area Marine  
sanctuary 
coverage

Non-sanctuary 
MPA coverage

Total coverage 
(all MPAs)

great Barrier reef breeding and calving habitat1 25% 70% 95%

Bellona reef breeding and resting grounds2 70% 30% 100%

hervey Bay resting habitat 3% 35% 38%

moreton Bay resting habitat 6% 29% 35%

migration zones 5% 26% 31%

Total coverage: all identified BIAs / all marine reserves 11% 38% 49%

notes: 
1. includes breeding and calving grounds outside gBr at cape York 
2. Breeding, resting and migration areas at Bellona reef which fall outside the australian eeZ were not included in statistics

Table 3
Protection of biologically important areas identified for east coast humpback whales

humpback whale underwater. humpback whale fluke.
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Figure 5
Protection for east coast humpback whale Bias within australian MPas

Figure 6
Protection of humpback whale breeding and calving grounds within the great Barrier reef
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Recommendations
1.  To the Australian Government:  

maintain high-level protection for east coast 
humpback whale breeding, calving and 
resting BIAs in the Great Barrier Reef  
Marine Park (GBRMP) and Coral Sea  
Marine Reserve (Bellona Reef). 

Whale breeding and calving BIAs in the GBRMP 
and Coral Sea (Bellona Reef) are well-described 
and protected by both marine sanctuary and other 
MPAs. This protection should be maintained. 

2.  To the Australian Government: consider 
new management approaches to address 
the emerging threats of ship strike and 
underwater noise pollution in the Great 
Barrier Reef.

Underwater noise pollution and ship strike risk 
have been identified as two of the threats to 
whales in the GBR, due to increased coastal 
development and expanding port capacity in this 
area26,27. New management approaches should 
be considered to address these emerging threats. 
Vessel speed restrictions in core humpback whale 
habitat27 would greatly reduce the probability of 
fatal ship strikes for whales within the GBRMP28 
and opportunities exist to introduce these and 
other measures through the government’s planned 
National Ship Strike Strategy. The impacts of noise 
pollution on cetaceans could be addressed by the 
government adopting the International Maritime 
Organization (IMO) Guidelines for the Reduction of 
Underwater Noise from Commercial Shipping. 
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Gains
•	 The establishment of the Kimberley Marine Reserve 

by the federal Labor Government in 2012 and by 
the federal Coalition Government in 2013, coupled 
with the establishment of the Camden Sound 
Marine Park by the Western Australian Coalition 
Government in 2012, has created the first ever 
marine sanctuaries for calving and nursing west 
coast humpback whales.

•	 Protection within marine sanctuaries for calving 
and nursing west coast humpback whale habitat 
increased from 0% to 21%.

Gaps
•	 Outside the Kimberley, no west coast humpback 

whale resting habitat has more than 3% marine 
sanctuary protection.

•	 The Exmouth Gulf resting habitat is virtually 
unprotected by either marine sanctuaries or other 
types of MPA.

•	 The resting habitats of Cape Naturaliste and 
the Houtman Abrolhos Islands have no marine 
sanctuary protection.

8. West coast  
humpback whales

Biologically Important Area Marine  
sanctuary 
coverage

Non-sanctuary 
MPA coverage

Total coverage 
(all MPAs)

Kimberley calving, nursing and resting habitat 21% 56% 77%

shark Bay resting habitat 0.1% 14.9% 15%

exmouth gulf resting habitat 0.4% 4.6% 5%

cape naturaliste resting habitat 0% 46% 46%

houtman abrolhos islands resting habitat 0% 45% 45%

Flinders Bay resting habitat 3% 24% 27%

geographe Bay resting habitat 2% 77% 79%

migration zones 5% 30% 35%

Total coverage: all identified BIAs / all marine reserves 9% 37% 46%

Table 4
Protection of biologically important areas identified for west coast humpback whales

humpback whale mother and calf. Breaching humpback whale.

photo: © s. portelli photo: © m. mcintyre
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Figure 7
Protection for west coast humpback whale Bias within australian MPas

Figure 8
Protection of west coast humpback calving, nursing and resting grounds in the kimberley
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Recommendations
1.  To the Australian Government: maintain 

sanctuary protection in the Geographe 
Commonwealth Marine Reserve and change 
the zoning plan to completely remove 
gillnetting, longlining and mining within the 
marine reserve.

The Geographe Commonwealth Marine Reserve 
includes a resting BIA for migrating humpback 
whales, seasonal calving BIAs for southern 
right whales and a blue whale migratory BIA. 
Maintaining or increasing marine sanctuary 
protection within this reserve is recommended, 
given the significance of the area to at least 
three species of whale listed as vulnerable or 
endangered.

Gillnetting continues to be allowed within two-
thirds of the Geographe Commonwealth Marine 
Reserve, despite the government’s own risk 
assessment declaring that gillnetting should not 
be allowed to occur in the reserve29. Gillnetting 
has been reported to cause fatal entanglements 
of cetaceans, including humpback and southern 
right whales in Australia30. The vast majority of 
the marine reserve is also open to longlining and 
mining, although these activities do not currently 
occur here. Preventing the establishment of 
longlining and mining in the marine reserve in the 
future, as recommended by the government’s risk 
assessment report29, would be an improvement to 
the zoning plan.

2.  To the Australian Government and 
the Government of Western Australia: 
increase protection of humpback whale 
resting BIAs off the west coast to provide 
enhanced protection for these whales during 
this biologically important activity.

It has been suggested that as the west coast 
population of humpback whales grows and 
carrying capacity is exceeded in resting areas, 
these areas may expand or whales may start 
utilising other coastal areas for resting31. Given 
that these areas are currently not well-protected, 
broadening protection will ensure resting areas  
are free from threat, thus promoting continued 
healthy population growth in this population31.

3.  To the Australian Government: 
incorporate other management approaches 
to protect migrating west coast humpback 
whales outside of the marine reserves 
network. 

The majority of humpback whale migratory BIAs 
along the west coast fall outside of the marine 
reserves network. Threats to this population 
of whales include entanglement, ocean noise 
pollution (particularly from offshore petroleum 
activities in the north-west) and ship strike. 
Strategies to address these and other threats 
could include: fisheries management initiatives 
to identify and address entanglement risk; 
underwater noise limits14; and prioritising the 
government’s planned National Ship Strike 
Strategy to reduce vessel collision risk.
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9. Sperm whales

Gains
•	 The declaration of the South-west Commonwealth 

Marine Reserves Network by the Labor Government 
in 2012 and by the Coalition Government in 2013 
has established the first ever protection within marine 
sanctuaries for biologically important feeding grounds 
for sperm whales in Australian waters.

•	 Marine sanctuary protection of the Perth Canyon 
feeding grounds increased from 0% to 39%.

•	 Marine sanctuary protection of the Albany Canyon 
feeding grounds increased from 0% to 10%.

Gaps
•	 Kangaroo Island Canyon / Great Australian 

Bight (GAB) feeding habitats remain completely 
unprotected by marine sanctuaries. This is despite 
habitat for foraging sperm whales being listed 
as a major conservation value in this area. Data 
collected during a scientific survey off south-west 
Kangaroo Island17 also found sperm whale densities 
in this area comparable to other regions recognised 
as important sperm whale habitats worldwide18.

•	 Only 10% of the Albany Canyons feeding grounds 
are protected by marine sanctuaries.

•	 Knowledge of sperm whale habitat in Australian 
waters is extremely limited. There is an urgent need 
for further research on the distribution and habitat 
use of sperm whales to address their data deficient 
status under Australian federal legislation.

Biologically Important Area Marine  
sanctuary 
coverage

Non-sanctuary 
MPA coverage

Total coverage 
(all MPAs)

perth canyon feeding grounds 39% 61% 100%

albany canyon feeding grounds 10% 0% 10%

Kangaroo island canyons / gaB feeding grounds 0% 18% 18%

Total coverage: all identified BIAs / all marine reserves 2% 18% 20%

Table 5
Protection of biologically important areas identified for sperm whales

sperm whale fluke at sunset. sperm whale underwater.

photo: © s. cook photo: © s. portelli
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Figure 9
Protection for sperm whale Bias within australian MPas

Figure 10
Protection of the sperm whale feeding Bia at the Perth canyon 

 Australian EEZ

Biologically important areas 

 Feeding grounds

Marine protected areas 

 Marine sanctuaries 

 Other marine protected areas

Biologically important areas 

  Perth Canyon feeding grounds

Marine protected areas 

 Marine sanctuaries 

 Other marine protected areas

50 100

Kilometres

500 1,000

Kilometres

26 www.ifaw.org



Recommendations
1.  To the Australian Government: extend 

the BIA for sperm whales off Albany 
eastward to include the Bremer Canyon and 
increase marine sanctuary protection of this 
BIA, including this extension.

Many thousands of sperm whales were hunted 
in the waters off Albany during the commercial 
whaling era and recent aerial surveys in this area 
reported an apparent decline in sperm whale bull 
numbers, despite the cessation of whaling over 
35 years ago19. Sanctuary coverage for a greater 
proportion of the Albany Canyon feeding ground 
BIA would improve the chances of sperm whales 
recovering in this area. 

Sperm whales are listed as a major conservation 
value for the neighbouring area at Bremer 
Canyon (as are killer whales), therefore the 
foraging BIA should be extended to the Bremer 
Canyon. The marine sanctuary zoning in the 
Bremer Commonwealth Marine Reserve 
should be extended southwards to promote 
the conservation of these whales. This is now 
possible following the cancellation of petroleum 
exploration leases in the area20,21, and would 
secure protection for not only sperm whales 
but also the unique aggregation of killer whales 
(orcas), white sharks, tuna, giant squid, sunfish 
and seabirds at the Bremer Canyon. These are of 
considerable interest to the media22, research23 
and tourism24 industries. 

2.  To the Australian Government: add 
marine sanctuary zoning in the Southern 
Kangaroo Island, Western Kangaroo Island, 
Western Eyre and Great Australian Bight 
marine reserves to include sperm whale 
feeding grounds in these reserves.

Current sanctuary coverage within reserves falls 
outside of the identified Kangaroo Island/Great 
Australian Bight sperm whale feeding BIAs, despite 
foraging sperm whales being listed as a major 
conservation value for reserves in this area. At a 
minimum, removing mining as an allowable activity 
in these areas would eliminate risks to these 
whales related to noise from sea floor exploration. 

Establishing marine sanctuary protection for 
sperm whale BIAs in these reserves would also 
benefit blue whales and other cetaceans that 
forage in these areas e.g. pilot whales.17

3.  To the Australian Government: research 
and map sperm whale distribution in 
Australian waters as a matter of priority.
No population estimates exist for sperm whales 
in Australian waters and further research on 
sperm whale distribution is urgently needed, 
as highlighted in the Action Plan for Australian 
Mammals25. Addressing the ‘data deficient’ status 
of sperm whales and mapping further BIAs for 
this species, such as known aggregation areas 
off the southern NSW coast, should be a priority 
for the Australian Government. Such information 
will enable policy makers to make management 
decisions in relation to human-cetacean 
interactions and disturbance, both inside and 
outside the marine reserves network. 
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Gains
•	 The establishment of a zoning plan for the Cape 

Byron Marine Park by the New South Wales 
Government in 2006 increased marine sanctuary 
protection for the BIAs of the local population of 
Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphins from 0% to 47%.

•	 The re-zoning of the Great Barrier Reef Marine 
Park by the federal government in 2004 increased 
marine sanctuary protection for Indo-Pacific 
bottlenose dolphins of the Great Barrier Reef  
and Cape York to 22%.

•	 The establishment of a zoning plan for the Camden 
Sound Marine Park in 2013 by the Government 
of Western Australia established the first ever 
protection within marine sanctuaries for the 
Kimberley population of Indo-Pacific bottlenose 
dolphins, increasing protection for the biologically 
important habitats of the Camden Sound area from 
0% to 12%.

Gaps
•	 A total of only 2% of the breeding, calving and 

feeding grounds in the Kimberley have been given 
marine sanctuary protection and less than 15%  
has any protection.

•	 Only 6% of the temperate east coast BIAs have 
protection within marine sanctuaries.

•	 Less than 1% of biologically important habitat in 
the Darwin Harbour and Cobourg Peninsula for 
the Top End population is protected within marine 
sanctuaries.

10. Indo-Pacific bottlenose 
dolphins 

indo-pacific bottlenose dolphin mother and calf.

photo: © alex Brown / mucru
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Population Biologically Important Area Marine  
sanctuary 
coverage

Non-sanctuary 
MPA coverage

Total coverage 
(all MPAs)

temperate east 
coast

richmond river estuary habitats <1% 1% 1%

Byron Bay habitats 47% 51% 98%

port stephens habitats 13% 75% 88%

Jervis Bay habitats 19% 76% 95%

clarence river estuary habitats 0% 0% 0%

hervey Bay habitats 4% 70% 74%

temperate coastal habitats 6% 30% 36%

moreton Bay habitats 14% 81% 95%

newcastle harbour habitats 0% 0% 0%

Total 6% 52% 58%

great Barrier 
reeF

great Barrier reef and cape York coastal 
habitats1

22% 58% 80%

hinchinbrook island habitats 8% 92% 100%

Bowling green Bay habitats 28% 72% 100%

cleveland Bay habitats <1% >99% 100%

halifax Bay habitats 36% 64% 100%

princess charlotte Bay habitats 23% 77% 100%

repulse Bay habitats 28% 72% 100%

Total 22% 58% 80%

KimBerleY camden sound area habitats 12% 52% 64%

King sound habitats 0% 0% 0%

pender bay habitats 0% 10% 10%

roebuck Bay habitats 0% 0% 0%

Total 2% 12% 14%

top enD Darwin harbour habitats 0% 0% 0%

cobourg peninsula habitats <1% >78% 79%

Total <1% >51% 52%

Total coverage: all identified BIAs / all marine reserves 17% 50% 67%

notes: 
1. includes some coastal habitats around cape York outside gBr

Table 6
Protection of biologically important areas identified for indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphins
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Figure 11
Protection for indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphin Bias within australian MPas

Figure 12
Protection for indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphin Bias within the great Barrier reef
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Figure 13
Protection for indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphin breeding, calving and feeding habitat at Byron Bay
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Recommendations
The inshore dolphin species that have had BIAs mapped in Australian waters likely represent 
separate, isolated and/or range-restricted populations. Therefore protection should be established 
for each individual population to ensure adequate conservation measures are in place.

1.  To the Government of Western 
Australia: increase protection for Indo-
Pacific bottlenose dolphin BIAs in the 
Kimberley area. 
The proposed Roebuck Bay Marine Park offers an 
excellent opportunity to enhance the conservation 
of this species and other dolphin populations that 
occur in this area.

2.  To the Northern Territory Government: 
increase high-level protection of BIAs for 
Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphins.
In areas such as Darwin Harbour, where reserve 
allocation may be a challenge, the government 
should consider alternative management 
strategies to address the conservation 
requirements of these dolphins.

3.   To the New South Wales Government: 
address the limited marine sanctuary 
protection for Indo-Pacific bottlenose 
dolphins in all BIAs outside of Byron Bay. 
Some important habitat areas in New South 
Wales are completely unprotected by any kind 
of MPA. Others have only limited sanctuary 
coverage. In highly industrialised areas, such as 
Newcastle Harbour, where reserve establishment 
may be a challenge, other management options 
should be explored to better protect this dolphin 
population.
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Gains
•	 The establishment of the zoning plan for the 

Camden Sound Marine Park by the Government of 
Western Australia in 2013 provided the first ever 
major marine sanctuary protection for biologically 
important areas for Australian snubfin dolphins, 
increasing the protection of Camden Sound habitats 
from 0% to 12%.

•	 The Government of Western Australia’s proposed 
Roebuck Bay Marine Park has the potential to 
protect the Roebuck Bay’s snubfin dolphins from 
gillnetting and establish the first ever marine 
sanctuary for one of the world’s largest populations 
of snubfin dolphins.

•	 The Government of Western Australia’s proposed 
Horizontal Falls and North Kimberley Marine Parks 
have the potential to establish further marine 
sanctuaries for the Kimberley's snubfin dolphins  
and protect them from trawling and gillnetting.

Gaps
•	 Only 2% of snubfin dolphin breeding, calving and 

feeding grounds in the Kimberley are currently 
protected by marine sanctuaries.

•	 Less than 1% of snubfin dolphin breeding and 
foraging grounds at Kakadu are protected by marine 
sanctuaries.

•	 Less than 1% of all biologically important habitats 
in the Darwin Harbour and Cobourg Peninsula for 
the Top End population are protected within marine 
sanctuaries.

11. Snubfin dolphins

photo: © Jenny smith / mucru

snubfin dolphin surfacing.
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Population Biologically Important Area Marine  
sanctuary 
coverage

Non-sanctuary 
MPA coverage

Total coverage 
(all MPAs)

KimBerleY admiralty gulf & parry harbour habitats 0% 0% 0%

Bougainville peninsula habitats 0% 0% 0%

camden sound area habitats 12% 52% 64%

cape londonderry & King george river 
habitats

0% 0% 0%

carnot & Beagle bay habitats 0% 1% 1%

Buccaneer archipelago habitats 0% 0% 0%

King sound south habitats 0% 0% 0%

maret & Biggee island habitats 0% 0% 0%

napier Broome Bay habitats 0% 0% 0%

ord river habitats 0% 12% 12%

pender bay habitats 0% 10% 10%

port nelson, York sound, prince Frederick 
harbour habitats

0% 0% 0%

prince regent river habitats 0% 93% 93%

roebuck Bay habitats 1 0% 0% 0%

vansittart Bay, anjo peninsula habitats 0% 0% 0%

Total 2% 12% 14%

top enD cobourg peninsula habitats <1% 78% 79%

Darwin harbour habitats 0% 0% 0%

Kakadu habitats <1% >14% 15%

Total <1% >36% 37%

Total coverage: all identified BIAs / all marine reserves 2% 13% 15%

Table 7
Protection of biologically important areas identified for snubfin dolphins

notes: 
1. includes calving and feeding habitats at willie creek
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Figure 14
Protection for snubfin dolphins within australian MPas

Biologically important areas 

  Kimberley Habitats

  Top End Habitats

Marine protected areas 

 Marine sanctuaries 

 Other marine protected areas

Seeking Sanctuary|protecting whales in australia’s marine reserves  37



Figure 15
Protection for snubfin dolphin calving, breeding and feeding habitats at camden Sound
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Recommendations
The inshore dolphin species that have had BIAs mapped in Australian waters likely represent 
separate, isolated and/or range-restricted populations. Therefore protection should be established 
for each individual population to ensure adequate conservation measures are in place.

1.  To the Government of Western 
Australia: ensure snubfin dolphin habitat 
is afforded a high level of protection in the 
establishment of the proposed Roebuck Bay 
Marine Park. 

Roebuck Bay supports the highest density and 
largest population of snubfin dolphins recorded 
to date in Australian waters32, yet the BIA mapped 
for Roebuck Bay currently has no kind of marine 
protection designated whatsoever. Further, the 
Western Australia Government should designate 
marine protection for all snubfin dolphin BIAs 
in the Kimberley, which currently have limited 
coverage by any kind of MPA.

2.  To the Northern Territory Government: 
address the lack of sanctuary protection  
for snubfin dolphins BIAs in the Top End. 

For areas where reserve allocation may be 
a challenge, such as Darwin Harbour, the 
government should consider alternative 
management strategies to address dolphin 
protection and conservation.

3.  To the Australian Government: map 
snubfin dolphin BIAs within the Great Barrier 
Reef to help address conservation concerns 
in the reef for this species. 

Numerous scientific papers have been published 
that fully describe important habitat for snubfin 
dolphins species in the Great Barrier Reef33,34 
but these areas have not been mapped as BIAs 
by the government. This mapping should be 
undertaken as a matter of urgency, given that 
snubfin dolphins are identified as a priority 
species in the government’s National Dolphin 
Conservation Plan35.
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Gains
•	 The re-zoning of the Great Barrier Reef Marine 

Park by the federal government in 2004 increased 
protection within marine sanctuaries for Australian 
humpback dolphin habitats in the Great Barrier Reef 
to 27%.

•	 The establishment of a zoning plan for the Camden 
Sound Marine Park in 2013 by the Government of 
Western Australia led to the first ever protection 
within marine sanctuaries for the Australian 
humpback dolphins of the Kimberley. This increased 
protection for biologically important habitats of the 
Camden Sound from 0% to 12%.

•	 The re-zoning of the Moreton Bay Marine Park by 
the Queensland Government in 2009 increased 
protection within marine sanctuaries for the calving 
habitats of Australian humpback dolphins of 
temperate eastern Australia to 11%.

Gaps
•	 Only 3% of Australian humpback dolphin breeding, 

calving and feeding grounds in the Kimberley are 
within marine sanctuaries and less than 20% of this 
habitat is within any kind of MPA.

•	 Less than 1% of Australian humpback dolphin 
breeding and foraging grounds in the Top End are 
within marine sanctuary zones.

12. Australian humpback 
dolphins*  

australian humpback dolphins.

photo: © guido J. parra

* previously described as a population of indo-pacific humpback dolphins
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Population Biologically Important Area Marine  
sanctuary 
coverage

Non-sanctuary 
MPA coverage

Total coverage 
(all MPAs)

temperate east 
coast

temperate east coast calving and feeding 
habitats

11% 76% 87%

temperate east coastal feeding habitats 1% 71% 72%

Total 6% 74% 80%

great Barrier 
reeF

great Barrier reef and cape York coastal 
feeding habitats1

32% 64% 96%

great Barrier reef island habitats 29% 71% 100%

princess charlotte Bay to lockhart river 
calving and feeding habitats

23% 77% 100%

shoalwater Bay to rodds Bay calving and 
feeding habitats

17% 79% 96%

tully heads to mackay calving and feeding 
habitats

12% 86% 98%

Total 27% 70% 97%

KimBerleY admiralty gulf & parry harbour habitats 0% 0% 0%

Bougainville peninsula habitats 0% 0% 0%

camden sound area habitats 12% 52% 64%

carnot & Beagle bay habitats 0% 1% 1%

Buccaneer archipelago habitats 0% 0% 0%

King sound south habitats 0% 0% 0%

maret & Biggee island habitats 0% 0% 0%

napier Broome Bay habitats 0% 0% 0%

pender bay habitats 0% 10% 10%

port nelson, York sound, prince Frederick 
harbour habitats

0% 0% 0%

prince regent river habitats 0% 93% 93%

roebuck Bay habitats2 0% 0% 0%

vansittart Bay, anjo peninsula habitats 0% 0% 0%

Total 3% 14% 17%

top enD cobourg peninsula habitats <1% >78% 79%

Darwin harbour habitats 0% 0% 0%

Kakadu habitats <1% >14% 15%

Total <1% >30% 31%

Total coverage: all identified BIAs / all marine reserves 16% 49% 65%

Table 8
Protection of biologically important areas identified for australian humpback dolphins

notes: 
1. includes some coastal waters in cape York, outside the gBr and also some coastal waters just south of gBr boundary at agnes water
2. includes calving and feeding habitats at willie creek
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Figure 16
Protection for australian humpback dolphin Bias within australia MPas

Figure 17
Protection for australian humpback dolphin Bias in the great Barrier reef
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Figure 18
Protection for australian humpback dolphin Bias in the kimberley
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Recommendations
The inshore dolphin species that have had BIAs mapped in Australian waters likely represent separate, 
isolated and/or range-restricted populations. Therefore protection should be established for each individual 
population to ensure adequate conservation measures are in place.

1.  To the Government of Western 
Australia: address the almost complete 
lack of marine protection for Australian 
humpback dolphin BIAs in the Kimberley 
area. 

The proposed Roebuck Bay Marine Park offers the 
perfect starting point to address the conservation 
needs of this species and other inshore dolphins 
sharing similarly located BIAs.

2.  To the Northern Territory Government: 
address the lack of marine sanctuary 
protection for Australian humpback dolphin 
BIAs in the Top End. 

This issue could be addressed by establishing 
marine sanctuaries that incorporate BIA coverage 
for both these dolphins and other dolphin 
populations with BIAs in the Top End.
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Appendix A –  
Data Sources
Dataset Source

Coastline Geoscience Australia, 2004. Geodata Coast 100k 2004. 
<http://www.ga.gov.au/meta/ANZCW0703006621.html>

Marine Protected Areas This dataset has been developed by the Centre for 
Conservation Geography using the CAPAD dataset, updated 
marine shapefiles with changes made after review of 
individual marine park management plans.

Contributing data: 
Commonwealth of Australia, 2012. Collaborative Australian 
Protected Areas Database (CAPAD) 2012 Marine. 
<http://www.environment.gov.au/metadataexplorer/full_
metadata.jsp?docId=%7BAB09E7E0-E6BC-47A7-B522-
B426C8E572AE%7D&loggedIn=false>

Estuaries NLWRA. 2002. Australian Catchment, River and Estuary 
Assessment 2002, volume 1. National Land and Water 
Resources Audit, Commonwealth Government, Canberra. 
http://audit.ea.gov.au/anra/coasts/coasts_frame.
cfm?region_type=AUS&region_code=AUS&info=estuaries 
Data also available at www.ozestuaries.org

Biologically Important Areas* Commonwealth of Australia, 2014. Biologically Important 
Areas of Regionally Significant Marine Species, < http://
www.environment.gov.au/metadataexplorer/full_
metadata.jsp?docId=%7B5FDD27DB-60B0-443C-946B-
219246223974%7D&loggedIn=false >

*Full breakdown of dataset used for Biologically Important Areas available on request 
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