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A concise and 
comprehensive  guide

The South Pacific and Indo-Pacific regions 
are globally significant areas supporting a 
wide range of marine mammals including 

cetaceans (whales, dolphins and porpoises);  
pinnipeds (true seals, fur seals and sea lions); and 
sirenians (dugongs).

The diversity of these marine creatures 
is recognised as an important element of the 
region’s culture and heritage. Healthy populations 
are essential to maintaining oceanic productivity. 
Many of the region’s cultures have legends, stories 
and traditional uses of marine mammals, indicating 
these creatures are important in their identity and way 
of life.

WHALES, DOLPHINS & PORPOISES
Over half the world’s known cetacean species are found in the 

region. These creatures are not fish but air breathing, warm blooded, 
marine mammals that possess similar characteristics to land mammals in that they give birth to live 
offspring, and possess mammary glands to suckle their young. They are well adapted to their marine 
environment with strong, streamlined bodies and a layer of blubber to keep them warm. 

There are two main types of whales: toothed whales (Odontocetes), such as sperm whales and 
dolphins; and baleen whales (Mysticetes), such as humpback and blue whales.

Feeding—The growth of phytoplankton (small marine plants) begins the great food chain of the 
oceans, feeding microscopic animals, which are eaten by schooling fish and squid. These organisms are 
in turn, eaten by penguins, seals, dolphins and even toothed whales such as sperm whales. Humpback 
whales are baleen whales that have no teeth to forage on such large prey. Instead they have hundreds 
of rows of fibrous bristle-like baleen plates suspended from their upper jaw that are made of keratin 
(which is the same material as our fingernails). This unique structure acts like a giant sieve that allows 
water to pass through but traps small (4 to 8cm) shrimp-like crustaceans known as krill. This food 
source is abundant in the summer months in Antarctic waters.

Migration—The changing seasons drive some marine mammals, particularly large baleen whales 
such as humpback whales, to migrate between their feeding and breeding grounds. During summer 
months, populations in the Southern Hemisphere spend their time in Antarctic waters feeding until 
late autumn, when they follow an annual migratory route to their winter breeding and calving grounds 
in the warmer tropical waters of the Pacific. They return south in the spring. Sperm whales also migrate 
in winter months to warm temperate and tropical waters. Some return south to feed in the summer 
months in Antarctic waters, but others have been known to aggregate both in winter and summer off 
Kaikoura, New Zealand.

SEA LIONS, FUR SEALS & TRUE SEALS 
Pinnipeds are a discrete group of marine mammals comprised of three closely related families in 

the order Carnivora: sea lions and fur seals (otariids), true seals (phocids) and walrus (odobenids). The 
name “pinniped” derives from the Latin for “wing-foot,” and refers to the modified limbs, or flippers. 
Sea lions and fur seals are also known as “eared seals” because they have small ear flaps called pinnae. 
True seals have no ear pinnae, only a small hole. Sea lions and fur seals have the ability to walk on all 
four flippers due to their ability to rotate their hind limbs under the pelvis. True seals cannot do this 
and must undulate their body to move across the beach.

Two of the five living species of sea lions reside in this region. These are the Australian sea lion and 
Hooker’s sea lion (also known as New Zealand sea lion). Three of the nine fur seals worldwide occur 
in the area. Of these, the Australian fur seal and New Zealand fur seal are resident while Subantarctic 
fur seals are seen occasionally. The three true seals recorded from the region are all from the Southern 
Ocean. Walrus do not occur naturally in the Southern Hemisphere. 

Pinnipeds must come ashore to mate and rest. Although providing excellent opportunities for 
watching wildlife, this made them easy targets of hunters in the past and victims of harassment now.

DUGONGS
Dugongs are herbivorous marine mammals that forage on seagrass and are found in warm shallow 

coastal waters. Several factors including habitat degradation have resulted in this species being listed as 
vulnerable by the IUCN (World Conservation Union). Their range includes northern Australian waters 
from Shark Bay in Western Australia to Moreton Bay in Queensland.

Responsible Whale Watching  
• In Australia, guidelines for watching cetaceans are in place in all State and Northern 

Territory coastal waters up to 3 nm from shore. Under Commonwealth Law, regulations 
are in place from 3 nm to 200 nm seaward, as part of the Australian Whale Sanctuary. 
Regulations are in place in all New Zealand waters under Commonwealth Law. 

• Guidelines and regulations are designed to encourage safe, enjoyable, and educational 
experiences whilst minimising disturbance to wildlife. 

• Whale watching can have a negative impact on cetaceans if protective guidelines and 
regulations are not strictly observed.

• Guidelines and regulations minimise harmful impacts on cetacean populations by
ensuring that their normal patterns of daily and seasonal activity are not interrupted. 

• It is particularly important to allow the animals to control the quality and duration of 
the interaction.

• Show extreme caution when observing cetaceans involved in the following behaviours: 
feeding, resting, or breeding; or when mother and calf pairs are present because they are 
particularly sensitive to disturbance and may be vulnerable to collision. 

• Reduce speeds in areas where cetaceans may be sighted.
• Approach and leave cetaceans cautiously and slowly from the side.
• Never approach cetaceans head-on or from directly behind.
• Never pursue, overtake, head-off or encircle cetaceans or cause groups to separate.
• Avoid sudden changes in noise level (i.e. rapid gear shifts) and never reverse.
• Everyone can take part in shore-based whale watching, 

which is the most non-invasive way to observe cetaceans in 
their natural habitat.

• IFAW recommends that wherever you are whale watching, 
follow local or national rules or guidelines in addition to the 
above general principles.

• The diagram (right)  illustrates an example of local guidelines 
adopted in Australia.

FLUKING—when 
a whale raises its tail 
before a dive; may 
be preceded by a 

distinct raising of its back near the dorsal fin.

BLOW—a visible exhale 
at the surface; also called 
a spout.

TAIL SWIPE— flinging 
the tail and flukes sideways 
out of the water.

TAIL SLAP—
slapping flukes 
on the surface.

TAIL LOB—lobbing the flukes 
in the air.

FEEDING BEHAVIOURS — baleen whales use 
the water’s surface as a barrier against which 
they chase prey. 
In skim feeding, 
whales forage at 
the surface with 
mouths open to 
catch invertebrates (krill, amphipods, copepods). 
Rorquals (baleen whales with expandable throat 
grooves) lunge on their side with open mouths 
(lateral lunge) or vertically out of the water through 

patches of prey. A vertical 
lunge may be mistaken 
for a breach; notice that 
water is expelled from 
the mouth.

SURFING—some dolphin and sea lion species 
“play” in the forces 
of a breaking wave.

HAUL OUT—rocks and 
beaches where pinnipeds 
come ashore to rest.
ROOKERY—a haul out 
where birthing/mating 
occurs.

BOWRIDING— 
dolphins riding 
a pressure wave 
formed by the bow 
or stern of a boat.
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Common Visible Behaviours and Terms
BREACH—leaping into the air, 
r o t a t i n g , 
and landing 
on its back 
or side, or 
forward in 
a chin-slap.

SPY HOP— raising the head 
above the surface to expose the 
eyes, supposedly for taking a look 
around.

HEADRISE—raising the 
rostrum vertically out of 
the water, but short of 
exposing the eyes.

CALLOSITIES—yellowish, 
raised, and roughened patches 
of tissue on the head of a right 
whale.

PEC SLAP—lying on its side 
or back, hitting the surface 
with one or both pectoral 
fins.

RUNNING—animals 
clearing the surface due 
to swimming fast; also 
called porpoising.

THERMOREGULATING—when sea lions or fur 
seals lie at the surface holding up 
one or more flippers to regulate 
body temperature.

ROOSTER TAIL —a 
splash caused by water 
over the back of a fast 
surfacing dolphin.

LOGGING—after very long, deep dives, sperm 
whales lie at the surface respiring for a period of 
time, looking somewhat like a large log. 
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Pinnipeds
Otariids (sea lions and fur seals) 
can walk on all four flippers and 
have small ear flaps (1). Otariids 
are sexually dimorphic (males 
 and females  are different 
sizes) with secondary sexual 
characteristics, in particular a 
thicker “mane” (2) and a more 
prominant head (saggital crest) 
(3) in males. Sea lions have a 
bear-like face while fur seals 
have pointed snouts (4). 
True seals (phocids) undulate on 
their belly to move on land and 
have no ear flaps (5). 








Cetaceans
Dorsal fin: present or absent? 
Note the general size, shape, 
and position of the fin relative 
to the mid-back.
Flukes: some large cetaceans 
display flukes when diving. A 
whale can be identified often 
by its flukes.
Beaked whales: look for the 
teeth and mouth line of adult 
males; it is difficult to identify 
Mesoplodon beaked whales 
based on a female or juvenile 
alone, as they have no exposed 
teeth.

Identification Tips— What to look for 
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Small Cetaceans
scale 1:50

Large & Medium-sized Cetaceans
 scale 1:100 

Mysticetes (Baleen Whales) Odontocetes (Toothed Whales)
 Sperm Whale
 Physeter macrocephalus    n 3.5–4.5m
8.7–18.0m, 20m; 7.9–11.0m, 17m

Long-beaked Common Dolphin
Delphinus capensis     n 0.8–0.9m 
2–2.3m, 2.4m;1.9–2.2m, 2.3m

        n ~0.88m
Rough-toothed Dolphin  2.2–2.6m, 2.8m
Steno bredanensis               2.3–2.5m, 2.6m

Fraser’s Dolphin   n 0.9–1.1m;2.1–2.6m, 2.7m
Lagenodelphis hosei   2.1–2.5m, 2.6m

Melon-headed Whale 
Peponocephala electra    n 0.8–1.1m
2.1–2.7m, 2.73m;2.1–2.6m, 2.75m

        Pygmy Killer Whale  
Feresa attenuata        n 0.7–0.92m
2.1–2.4m, 2.6m;2–2.3m, 2.45m

Pygmy Blue Whale
Balaenoptera musculus brevicauda
n 6–7m, 17–21m, 21m; 19–22m, 24.4m

         n 2.1–2.4m
Killer Whale   5.0–8.2m, 9m;4.6–7.0m, 7.7m
Orcinus orca   

Dwarf Sperm Whale
Kogia sima  2.1–2.4m, 2.7m
n 0.9–1.0m;2.1–2.2m, 2.34m

Pygmy Sperm Whale  
Kogia breviceps   n 1.1–1.3m

2.7–3.om, 3.4m
  2.7–2.8m, 3.3m

Antarctic Minke Whale
Balaenoptera bonaerensis
 n 2.4–2.84m
 7.2–7.9m, 9.8m
7.9–8.5m, 10.7m

Sirenian
scale 1:50

        n 1.5–1.9m
False Killer Whale   3.9–5.5m, 6.1m;3.6–4.6m, 5.1m
Pseudorca crassidens  

n 0.95–1.15m; 2.4–3.0m, 3.3m

         n 0.90–1.0m
Spectacled Porpoise  2.1–2.25m, 2.7m
Phocoena dioptrica    2.1–2.05m, 2.64m

Pinnipeds
scale 1:50

      n 0.85–1.0m
Irrawaddy Dolphin 2.1–2.7m, 2.75m
Orcaella brevirostris  1.8–2.3m, 2.32m

   n 0.7–0.9m
Dusky Dolphin            1.8–2.0m, 2.1m
Lagenorhynchus obscurus1.7–1.9m, 2.0m

        n 0.7–0.9m
Hourglass Dolphin   1.74–1.87m
Lagenorhynchus cruciger     1.83m

Indo-Pacific Bottlenose Dolphin    n 0.84–1.12m
Tursiops aduncus 2.4–2.6m, 2.7m;2.2–2.3m, 2.3m

Bottlenose Dolphin     n 0.8–1.4m
Tursiops truncatus  2.4–3.8m, 3.8m;2.4–3.6m, 3.7m

Gray’s Beaked Whale   n 2.12–2.2m; 5.7m; 5.3m
Mesoplodon grayi 

Ginkgo-toothed Beaked Whale  n ~2.2m
Mesoplodon ginkgodens      4.77m;  4.9m

Strap-toothed Whale  n 2.2–2.8m; 5.3m, 5.9m
Mesoplodon layardii                         5.7m, 6.25m

Andrews’ Beaked Whale  n ~2.om;4.2–4.67m
Mesoplodon bowdoini                      4.57–4.9m

Blainville’s Beaked Whale     n 1.9–2.4m
Mesoplodon densirostris      4.7m, 5.9m; 4.7m

True’s Beaked Whale   n 2.2–2.33m
Mesoplodon mirus   5.3m; 5.1m

Southern Bottlenose Whale    n 2.7–2.9m;  6.6–7.2m;  6.7–7.8m
Hyperoodon planifrons

Longman’s Beaked Whale   n ?; 7.6m;  5.3m
Indopacetus pacificus 

Shepherd’s Beaked Whale   n 3m;  6.4–7m;  6.0–6.6m
Tasmacetus shepherdi

Hector’s Beaked Whale      n 1.9–2.1m
Mesoplodon hectori    3.9–4.4m;3.7–4.4m

Cuvier’s Beaked Whale  n 2.7m; 5.4–6.7m, 6.9m;  5.1–6.6m, 7m
Ziphius cavirostris

Arnoux’s Beaked Whale  n 3.5–4.0m;  8.8–9.3m, 9.6m;  8.9–9.3m, 9.9m
Berardius arnuxii

Pygmy Right Whale       n 1.6–2.2m
Caperea marginata   5–6.1m;  6.45m

Hector’s Dolphin  n 0.6–0.8m
Cephalorhynchus hectori
1.2–1.4m;1.3–1.5m

New Zealand Sea Lion
Phocarctos hookeri      n 0.6–0.8m
2.4–3.3m, 3.5m;1.8–2.0m, 2.0m

Australian Fur Seal
Arctocephalus pusillus

New Zealand Fur Seal
Arctocephalus forsteri

Subantarctic Fur Seal
Arctocephalus tropicalis

Leopard Seal          n 1.0–1.6m
Hydrurga leptonyx  &3.0–3.2m, 3.6m

Southern Elephant Seal
Mirounga leonina     n 1.27–1.3m
4.0–4.9m, 5.8m;2.0–2.8m, 3.0m

1.8m–1.95m
1.2–1.45m
 n 0.6–0.7m

1.5–2.5m
1.4–1.5m
 n 0.6–0.7m

Crabeater Seal  &2.0–2.3m, 2.65m
Lobodon carcinophaga       n 1.14–1.2m

Dugong
Dugong dugon  

Pantropical Spotted Dolphin
Stenella attenuata  n 0.8–0.9m

1.6–2.2m, 2.6m
  1.6–2.1m, 2.4m

Striped Dolphin      n 0.92–1.0m
Stenella coeruleoalba  1.8–2.6m, 2.7m

 2.1–2.4m, 2.6m

Pantropical Spinner Dolphin
        Stenella longirostris

1.7–2m, 2.1m
 1.6–1.9m, 2m

  n 0.75m

Southern Right Whale
Eubalaena australis      n 4–4.6m
13.5–15m, 15.2m;13.6–16.5m, 17m

2.0–2.4m
1.3–1.7m
 n 0.7–0.8m

2.0–2.7m, 3.5m
1.3–1.5m, 1.8m
 n 0.6–0.7m Australian Sea Lion

Neophoca cinerea

Short-beaked Common Dolphin
Delphinus delphis    1.7–2m, 2.4m

     1.6–1.9m, 1.94m
n 0.8–0.9m

 Fin Whale
 Balaenoptera physalus    n 6.0–6.5m
19.5–20.5m, 25m;19.9–21.4m, 27m

Humpback Whale 
Megaptera novaeangliae
 n 4.5–5.0m;11–14m, 15m
11–15m, 18m

Sei Whale
Balaenoptera borealis
n 4.4–4.8m; 12.8–17.7m, 18.1m
13.3–18.6m, 21m

Bryde’s Whale
Balaenoptera edeni
 n 3.4–4m
11.9–12m, 14.3m
12–13m, 15.5m

Dwarf Minke Whale
Balaenoptera acutorostrata subsp.
n ~2m, 6.7–7m;7–7.8m

 Blue Whale
Balaenoptera musculus
n 6–7m, 20–25m, 31m
21–27m, 33.6m 

         n 1.15–1.6m
Risso’s Dolphin   2.6–3m, 3.8m
Grampus griseus 2.6–2.8m, 3.6m

Southern Right-whale Dolphin    n 0.8–1.0m
Lissodelphis peronii  2.1–2.8m, 2.97m;2.0–2.3m, 2.3m

Long-finned Pilot Whale      
Globicephala melas     n 1.7–1.8m
4.1–6.3m, 6.7m;3.1–4.3m, 5.7m

Indo-Pacific Hump-backed Dolphin   n 0.9–1.1m
Sousa chinensis   2.0–2.8m, 3.2m;2.0–2.3m, 2.5m

Short-finned Pilot Whale     n 1.9m;5.5–6.1m, 7.2m
Globicephala macrorhynchus                   3.9–5.1m, 5.5m

Pygmy Beaked Whale  n 1.6m; 3.9m; 3.8m
Mesoplodon peruvianus




