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APPENDIX 2 

 

Chapter 5.1. Project 1. 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. P. 56. IUCN, Gland, 

Switzerland and Cambridge, UK, 2003. 

 

 

Monitor and evaluate ongoing threats to the Irrawaddy dolphins in the 

Mahakam River of Indonesia 

 

The Critically Endangered Irrawaddy dolphins in the Mahakam River of East 

Kalimantan range in the mainstem from about 180 km to 600 km upstream of the 

mouth, seasonally entering several tributary rivers and lakes (Kreb 2002). The total 

population was estimated to number fewer than 50 individuals based upon eight 

surveys of their entire range conducted in 1999 and 2000. The dolphins were found 

primarily in deep pools located near confluences and meanders, which also primary 

fishing grounds and subject to intensive motorized vessel traffic. Between 1997 and 

1999, 16 deaths were recorded (ten from gillnet entanglement, three probably from 

vessel strikes, and three deliberate) (D. Kreb, pers. comm.). From 1997 to 1998, at 

least seven dolphins were also illegally live-captured from the river and taken to 

oceanaria, and plans exist to capture more animals for a new oceanarium to be built in 

Tenggarong (D. Kreb, pers. comm.). Intensive fishing with gillnets, electricity, and 

poison, and the accidental introduction of an exotic piscivorous fish, locally known as 

ikan toman, may have depleted the dolphins’ prey (D. Kreb, pers. comm.). The high 

density of gillnets used  in Semayang and Melintang lakes causes physical obstruction 

to dolphin movements, thereby reducing available habitat This problem, together with 

sedimentation caused by devegetation of the surrounding shorelines, has probably 

resulted in the elimination of these lakes as primary habitat as reported by Tas’an and 

Leatherwood (1984). Leaks from dams in the upper reaches that retain mining wastes, 

including mercury and cyanide, occurred in 1997 and resulted in a massive fish kill (D. 

Kreb, pers. comm.). 

 An ongoing program, started in 1997 and conducted jointly by the University 

of Amsterdam and the East Kalimantan Nature Conservation Authority  
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(Balai Konservasi Sumber Daya Alam Kaltim) has involved extensive monitoring of the 

Mahakam dolphins. This program should be continued and expended to include 

toxicological and genetic analyses of tissues obtained from stranded or incidentally 

killed dolphins, investigations of factors that continue to degrade dolphin habitat, and 

further efforts to monitor abundance. The involvement of local scientists is vital. 

Because of this population’s Critically Endangered status, every effort should be made 

to prevent any further catches (including live capture) and improve the quality of the 

riverine environment (Chapter 6).    

 


