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Voluntary National Cetacean Conservation Report

Submitted to the Conservation Committee
by the Government of Australia

This report provides an update on information provided in Australia’s
Voluntary National Cetacean Conservation Reports submitted since IWC 57.

1. Legal developments

All cetaceans (whales, dolphins and porpoises) are protected in Australian waters under the federal Environment
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 or under state legislation.

To meet Australia’s obligations under the Convention on Biological Diversity, federal environmental law was
recently amended to appropriately manage the sustainable access and equitable distribution of benefits derived
from genetic and biochemical resources. These regulations apply to the taking of the biological resources of
native species for research in Commonwealth (federal) areas and have led to changes in the conditions attached
to cetacean research permits. Cetacean research involving biopsy or the collection of sloughed skin now requires
an additional ‘genetic resource management’ permit.

2. Information on whale watching operations

The Australian Government is maintaining considerable interest in the recent developments, highlighted by the
Scientific Committee, in the state of knowledge of the possible impacts of whale and dolphin watching on
individuals and populations. Australia supports the work of the whale watching sub-committee and in March-
April 2008 hosted the IWC Intersessional Workshop for the Strategic Planning of Large-scale Whale/Dolphin
Watching Research.

The 2005 Australian National Guidelines for Whale and Dolphin Watching remain in place, establishing
precautionary approach distances and guiding the nature of interactions with cetaceans. The implementation of
the Guidelines in some regions of Australia has generated discussions on the utility of standardised approach
distance limits for commercial whale and dolphin watching operators and the links between research on potential
impacts and management decisions, including distance and time limits, open/closed areas and approach
parameters.

3. Current Government programs related to cetacean conservation

Australia’s government bodies participate in a range of programs at state, national and international levels to
facilitate cetacean conservation.

3.1 National Initiatives
Current initiatives include:

e The Australian Government has commissioned a ‘global status report on the socio-economic value and
conservation status of whales and dolphins’. The report will identify — in a format accessible to a general
audience — key data and trends to inform conservation management decisions, for example, candidate
cetacean populations for species recovery plans or multi-national conservation management plans; and
regions where commercial whale and dolphin watching operations are likely to enhance economic
development.

e The Australian Government is initiating discussions across all Australian marine jurisdictions on the
proposed development of a national network of whale and dolphin sanctuaries, which will promote the
conservation of whale and dolphin populations in key cetacean habitat areas. Despite the comprehensive
protection of cetaceans in all Australian waters, sanctuaries remain powerful tools in offering refuge to
whales and dolphins in designated areas that represent key habitats vital to the sustainability of their
populations. These include areas in coastal waters under the management of state governments (to 3 nautical
miles), where whales and dolphins breed, calve and aggregate in significant numbers. The network concept
will be discussed with state governments, local communities and marine scientists, and promises to
complement the existing Australian Whale Sanctuary in the Australian Exclusive Economic Zone.
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e An interactive website to improve children’s accessibility to information about cetaceans is now operational
at http://www.environment.gov.au/coasts/species/cetaceans/kids.html. The website focuses on three key
subjects — features of whales and dolphins; whale conservation; and whale watching in Australia. This will
help students develop an appreciation of the issues affecting cetaceans, both domestically and
internationally.

3.2 Research Projects

In 2007-08 the Government committed AUD$700,000 in support of cetacean research projects. A number of
other organisations throughout Australia are also conducting and funding cetacean research.

A summary of key research activities funded by the Australian Government in 2007-08 is provided in the
following table.

Species Research project
Blue whale o Novel genetic markers for stock identification of blue whales and genetic
differentiation between the two main Australian feeding aggregations.

e An ecological approach to determining blue whale abundance, critical habitat and
seismic impacts in the Bonney Upwelling (a rare recognised blue whale feeding
ground).

Humpback whale e Abundance estimates of the east Australian humpback whale population.

e Acoustic determination of metapopulation structure of humpback whales in the
western South Pacific region.

Southern right e Genetic stock identification of southern right whales off the south coast of
whale Australia.

e Population dynamics of recovering southern right whales off South Australia.

e Population dynamics review and photo-identification catalogue cross-match of
southern right whales.

Inshore dolphins e Using bottlenose dolphin teeth to investigate the relationships of age,
reproductive status and toxic contaminant levels in South Australia.

e Modelling habitat suitability of Australian snubfin and Indo-Pacific humpback
dolphins to provide the science base for their conservation and management.

General e Monitoring medium and large-scale movements of baleen whales using satellite
telemetry.

e Population genetic structure of long-finned pilot whales in Tasmania and social
dynamics of mass strandings.

e Investigative development of minimally invasive means to gather demographic
information in cetacea.

e Estimation of marine mammal age by measurement of accumulated
mitochondrial DNA mutations and age-dependent gene expression.

4 Current threats to cetacean conservation and management measures taken/proposed

4.1 Marine Noise and Seismic Surveys

Ongoing increases in the demand for and price of oil have led to an increase in proposals to identify and develop
offshore oil and gas fields. These proposals include seismic surveys, which federal law subjects to
environmental impact assessments, including consideration of the potential impacts on cetaceans likely to occur
in the areas where surveys will take place. Two key areas of interest for oil and gas exploration are the North-
West Shelf, Western Australia and the Otway Basin, Victoria and South Australia. These areas are also known
sites of large whale species aggregations, such as blue, southern right and humpbacks, at different times of the
year. The Australian Government is continuing discussions with the energy industry, marine scientists and
various state government agencies on whether existing assessments and conditions appropriately manage seismic
surveys to prevent potential impacts on cetaceans.
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4.2 Entanglements

Small numbers of cetaceans are found annually in Australian waters entangled in nets, fishing gear or marine
debris. The priority in every case is to seek to release the animal alive, and to protect the people that attempt to
disentangle the cetacean from injury. Best practice training for government staff involved in disentanglement
operations is conducted annually around Australia, with updates on equipment and drawing upon case histories
provided by an extended network involved in disentanglement events.

For several years, dedicated workshops funded by the Australian Government have raised the profile of
disentanglement efforts across Australia, identifying whale entanglements as an issue affecting the recovery of
migrating whale populations. The annual workshop has generated a network for facilitating communications
between state and federal government departments and for improving the expertise of the core operational staff
involved in performing disentanglements. The 6th Annual Australian Large Whale Disentanglement workshop
took place in Western Australia in April 2008 and included invited speakers from South Africa and the United
States. Topics discussed included risk management of entanglement events, communication networks and
telemetry equipment.

5 Reporting systems for cetacean injuries/mortality/strandings

Fisheries by-catch reporting

Improved mechanisms for commercial fishers to report by-catch or other interactions with whales, dolphins and
other protected species (e.g. turtles and dugong) have been developed in conjunction with amendments to federal
environmental legislation.

Incident reporting — maritime surveillance

Civil maritime surveillance and response services support Australia’s Oceans Policy, by identifying and
responding to illegal fishing in Australian waters, detecting and reporting environmental incidents such as
marine pollution, and contributing to marine species protection through reporting sightings of marine mammals.

Incident reporting — State/federal cooperation

Cetacean injuries, strandings and mortality are generally reported to local and state government agencies as most
incidents are observed in coastal waters within 3 nautical miles from shore, within state jurisdictions. Good
relationships between the state and federal agencies responsible for cetacean conservation ensure that incident
responses and outcomes are monitored at a number of levels.

6 International cooperation

From 12 to 23 November 2007 a comprehensive, practical training program on national cetacean management,
research and conservation was held in Papua New Guinea. The program was sponsored by Australia, Papua
New Guinea, the Whale and Dolphin Conservation Society (WDCS) International and the Secretariat of the
Pacific Regional Marine Program (SPREP). The program involved environment, fisheries and research
personnel from Vanuatu, Australia, Papua New Guinea and the Solomon Islands. The outcomes resulted in
greater knowledge and skills in a range of issues, including species identification and monitoring; priorities for
cetacean research and management; plans for future conservation strategies; and contacts to progress the tasks
identified.

Australia also provided funding to support the attendance of representatives from developing nations to the
Pacific Islands Working Group on Whale and Dolphin Watching hosted by SPREP in Auckland in April 2008.
The Working Group drafted regional best practice whale watching guidelines, which will support and encourage
the sustainable development of whale and dolphin watching tourism within the Pacific region. The development
of such guidelines is an identified priority in the SPREP Whale and Dolphin Action Plan 2008 — 2012.

Australia is looking forward to the next meeting of the signatories of the Memorandum of Understanding for the
Conservation of Cetaceans and their Habitats in the Pacific Islands Region proposed for late 2008. This
arrangement, under the auspices of the Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species, is an essential
framework for cooperation between the nations of our region to improve the conservation status of regional
cetacean populations.

C:\IWC-60\Conservation Committee\60-CC 5 3 20/05/08



	1. Legal developments
	2. Information on whale watching operations
	3. Current Government programs related to cetacean conservation 
	3.1 National Initiatives
	3.2 Research Projects
	4 Current threats to cetacean conservation and management measures taken/proposed
	5 Reporting systems for cetacean injuries/mortality/strandings
	6 International cooperation 

