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APPENDIX 1 

 

Chapter 6.2. Geographical populations. In: R.R. Reeves, B.D. Smith, 

E.A. Crespo and G.N. di Sciara (ed.), 2002-2010 Conservation Action 

Plan for the World’s Cetaecans. Dolphins, whales and porpoises. Pp. 88-

89. IUCN, Gland, Switzerland and Cambridge, UK, 2003. 

 

 

Irrawaddy dolphins in the Mahakam River, Indonesia 

 

History: 

The population of Irrawaddy dolphins in the Mahakam River was recently listed as 

Critically Endangered, based on surveys in 1999 and 2000 that estimated the 

population of mature individuals to be fewer than 50 (Kreb 2002). Between 1995 and 

2001, at least 37 dolphins died, primarily from entanglement in gillnets, but also from 

vessel collisions and illegal hunting (D. Kreb, pers. comm.; Kreb 2000). A proposal is 

being promoted to build an aquarium in the provincial capital, Tenggarong, and to 

stock it with dolphins from the Mahakam. This dolphin population is further 

threatened by a recent increase of large coal-carrying ships transiting through the core 

area of their distribution (D. Kreb, pers. comm.). Such boats occupy over three-

quarters of the river’s width and therefore force prey fish into shallow areas that are 

seasonally inaccessible to the dolphins. The vessels also affect dolphin movements and 

often collide with the tree-lined banks, causing extensive damage to root systems 

where fish lay eggs. 

 

Management issues and conservation progress:  

Irrawaddy dolphins are protected from killing and live capture according to 

Indonesian law, but monitoring and enforcement are minimal. There is also little 

enforcement of laws against destructive fishing methods (e.g., the use of electricity and 

poisons) and the logging of riparian forests, which causes sedimentation and destroys 

fish spawning sites. In early 2001, a local NGO, the Conservation Foundation for the 

protection of Rare Aquatic Species of Indonesia (Yayasan Konservasi RASI), together 

with conservation authorities of the East Kalimantan government, initiated the Pesut 

Mahakam Conservation Program. The primary aims of this community-based  
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program are to establish effective protection for dolphins in their core habitat and to 

create an informed and concerned constituency to support dolphin conservation. 

 

Conservation recommendations:  

While stressing the importance of population monitoring and further evaluation of 

threats (Project 1, Chapter 5), the CSG recommends that : 

• Immediate action be taken to eliminate or drastically reduce human-caused 

mortality. At a minimum, alternative employment options for gillnet 

fishermen should be promoted so that accidental killing is reduced (IWC 

2001a). Regulations that prohibit the intentional killing of dolphins, 

destructive fishing methods, and the logging of riparian forests should also be 

enforced. This will require the development of a reporting network among 

local villagers so that authorities become aware of infractions in a timely 

manner and can take appropriate action.  

• Permanent removals for captive display facilities have the same effect as 

hunting or by catch on the dolphin population. Therefore, no exceptions 

should be allowed to the national law that prohibits dolphin captures (IWC 

2001a). 

• Because of concern about the habitat degradation and physical displacement 

of dolphins and their prey caused by large coal-carrying ships, alternative 

means of coal transport, such as smaller, less destructive barges, should be 

employed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


