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The flukes of a Humpback whale (Megaptera novaeangliae) breaching at sunset in the waters south 
west of Gil Island in the Great Bear Rainforest, British Columbia, Canada.
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WWF’s Cetacean Species Action Plan has gone a long 
way and is well placed to take our conservation impact 
to the next level: we have an updated plan to guide our 
conservation efforts for these species through 2020, a 

three year workplan to address our critical priorities, and the first programme-level 
technical progress report that led to this highlights issue. 

Out of 86 known cetacean species, WWF has prioritized 25 clusters of species, 
populations and sub-populations based on their critical status, threats and needs, as 
well as our network’s capacity to address the issues at the scale required.

Tackling cetacean conservation is complex and requires efforts at many levels. There 
are still many unanswered questions regarding these marine mammals’ biology and 
distribution, and the cumulative impacts of human activities in the world’s oceans 
and rivers have not fully been assessed. The only way we are going to be able to 
tackle these issues will be by working collaboratively with governments, industries, 
academics and other organizations at regional and international levels. 

With an ever-changing ocean environment, where human activities and their 
associated threats are on the rise, and with new species being discovered while others 
teeter on the brink of extinction, whales, dolphins and porpoises need our help to 
continue fulfilling their ecosystem roles, while serving as indicators of the health of 
our rivers and oceans.

We hope you enjoy reading this selected sample of WWF cetacean conservation 
projects around the world, which are at the spearhead of these efforts. But most 
importantly, we hope you decide to join with us to save some of the most magnificent 
creatures on Earth.

FOREWORD

Dr Carlos Drews

Director, Global Species 
Programme, WWF 

International

February 2014



CETACEANS HIGHLIGHTS 20136

I was six years old the first time I saw a whale. I was 
on a whale watching tour in Hawaii on a glass-bottom 
boat and it was so astounding (and honestly scary at the 

time) I never forgot the experience. Since then I’ve been blessed with the opportunity of 
encountering different kinds of cetaceans in diverse circumstances, and it is always an 
awe-striking and inspiring experience. But I am even more blessed with the opportunity of 
joining one of the most amazing teams of people around the world; people who dedicate 
their lives to the conservation of these giants of the sea.

WWF’s cetacean conservation portfolio covers many corners of the world, trying to 
address urgent and severe threats to some of the most critically endangered species 
and populations. These threats range from bycatch to ocean noise, from ship strikes to 
marine debris. 

There are clearly more questions than answers when it comes to cetaceans, but this is no 
excuse to delay conservation actions. We know the threats caused by human activities 
in oceans and rivers, and we know there are ways to prevent, avoid and mitigate the 
impacts of what we do.

Of course it is not easy, and we can’t do it alone. But WWF is contributing to the global 
cetacean conservation movement in many ways. From the field to the international 
arena, WWF is engaging at both the community and the global policy levels. The threats 
to these animals are not being addressed only by those in WWF focusing on cetacean 
conservation, but by the network as a whole. 

Habitat protection through marine protected areas and other spatial planning tools, 
dealing with the impacts of the extractives and shipping industry, and making our 
fisheries more sustainable are all efforts that contribute to cetaceans and so much 
more. That is why the cetacean action plan is strengthening ties with the freshwater and 
marine thematic programmes as well as the Arctic and Smart Fishing Global Initiatives. 

We are strengthening strategically also our relationships with external partners ranging 
from individual academics to non-governmental organizations to scientific bodies such 
as the International Whaling Commission’s Scientific Committee. WWF is clearly a 
global player in cetacean conservation with the mandate and responsibility to continue 
prioritizing and delivering results that benefit not only cetaceans and their marine and 
freshwater environments, but the people that depend on these resources.

I want to thank the teams that have and will continue to dedicate their time to the 
strengthening of these efforts. To achieve the goals and objectives we’ve defined under 
the Cetacean Species Action Plan, we are going to need all your hands. 
 

OVERVIEW

Aimée Leslie

Global Cetacean  
and Marine Turtle Leader

WWF International

aleslie@wwfint.org
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A cleAr pAth for right whAles:

The north Atlantic right whale is one of the most 
majestic animals on the planet, and yet, its story 
is a profoundly sad one. This species has had a 
long - and for the most part - tragic history with 
humans. Hunted over centuries for their valuable 
blubber and baleen (precursors to oil and plastics), 
their numbers dwindled from tens of thousands to 
nearly none in the north-eastern Atlantic. The story 
is much the same from the north-western Atlantic 
population, where only a few hundred individuals 
remain today.

Despite the ending of commercial whaling of 
this species over 70 years ago, the population 
is showing limited recovery due to new human-
induced challenges, specifically strikes by vessels 
and entanglement in fishing gear. 

In Canada, WWF has been working for many years to 
protect this iconic species and bring it back from the 
brink of extinction. For the past two decades, WWF 
has supported, funded, and worked directly on right 
whale research, outreach and advocacy to ensure the 
protection of these at risk animals. While there is no 
simple solution to improve the right whale’s current 
status, we can move recovery in the right direction 
by supporting cutting-edge science and by building 
partnerships that influence decision-making. 

Combined efforts led to the establishment of measures 
in 2003 and 2007 to protect right whales from vessel 
strikes off Nova Scotia, Canada. Since then, WWF has 
focused its efforts on the second leading cause of right 

whale deaths, entanglement in commercial fishing gear. Most years, between two 
and five whales are reported as entangled, and more than 70 per cent of all known 
right whales show scars are caused by encounters with fishing gear. 

WWF recognized that two things needed to be done to address the threat of 
entanglement in Canada:

•	 Identify and implement changes that could be made to gear and fishing 
practices; and

•	 Evaluate the risk to right whale from Canadian fishing gear, and provide risk 
reduction recommendations to federal agencies

working with the experts from the ground up

In early 2009, fishermen from Canada’s largest fishery participated in a WWF study 
to show how their gear behaves in the water. The results helped WWF develop and 
implement a voluntary plan for the south-western Nova Scotia lobster fishery that 

CANADIAN FISHING RISK 
ASSESSMENT AND UPDATE 
ON FEDERAL ACTION PLAN 
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Northern right whale mother 
& calf (Eubalaena glacialis) off 

the Atlantic coast of Florida. 
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outlined measures it could take to reduce entanglement threats to right whales. At its core were measures that 
removed fishing gear from the path of whales by specifying rope lengths as well as how low and tight it should 
hang in the water. The plan also encourages fishermen to take an active role in learning about, and preventing, 
further entanglements.

putting the risk of entAnglement on the mAp – A reseArch breAkthrough

As practical changes were about to take place on the water, there was also an urgent need to address the gaps 
in scientific knowledge surrounding the overlaps in whale habitat and movements – especially when it came to 
fishing activity in the space. Prior to this work, very little was known about the distribution and movements of 
right whales in Canadian waters beyond two federally protected habitats. To address this, WWF, in partnership 
with experts at the Canadian Wildlife Federation and Dalhousie University, initiated ground breaking research to 
help bridge the gaps.

To estimate the annual risk of entanglements, a quantitative analysis of the distribution of North Atlantic right 
whales and Canadian commercial fishing was completed in late 2013. Right whales are seasonal migrators that 
move into Canadian waters during the summer months to feed, and typically head out again in October. As a 
result, most of the risk to this species occurs in August, September and July, with negligible risk from November 
through April. Fisheries targeting ground fish (using both longline and gillnet fishing gear) as well as crab pot 
gear contributed approximately 90 per cent of the annual risk to entangle right whales. Results suggest inshore 
lobster fishing is not likely a large risk to right whales compared to other fisheries. 

The most effective solution to reduce the risk of entanglement is to avoid fishing in places and at times when 
right whales are abundant. One key step is the elimination of fishing from the two critical habitats from June 
through October. This one step, which our preliminary analysis indicates wouldn’t have a major impact on local 
commercial fisheries, would reduce annual risk by up to 30 per cent. 

WWF continues to work with partners, including those from the fishing industry, to ensure that measures 
are adopted to reduce the risk of entanglement to right whales. This species has been struggling to survive for 
decades and it will only be through concerted, cooperative efforts that we can bring this species back from the 
brink of extinction.

For more information, see: wwf.ca/rightwhales

Tonya Wimmer, WWF-Canada, TWimmer@WWFCanada.org
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Poland’s harbour porpoise conservation programme 
contains the main recommendations for management of 
this species. The programme has been based on the best 
available knowledge, and takes into account international 
conventions ratified by Poland. In elaborating the harbour 
porpoise conservation programme, conclusions and 
recommendations resulting from public consultations have 
been taken into account as the leading principles. This 
collection of key information is essential to understand the 
background of measures proposed in these programmes. 

The harbour porpoise conservation programme is based 
on the principle approved in Europe and expressed 
in the Constitution of the Republic of Poland that the 
environment and its elements are of unique value, which 
should be preserved, also for future generations. This 
requirement is more important than fulfilment of present 
social and economic needs, assuming that economic 
development should follow the principles of sustainability 
and should not create a risk only of irreversible damages 
to the natural environment. Environmental and nature 
protection has been given high priority in Poland, and is 
one of the core principles of the European Union. 

In the case of the species covered by this programme, 
the harbour porpoise, the knowledge on the ecology, 
threats, etc., especially in the Polish Marine Areas, is 
incomplete. In such case, the precautionary principle 
requires imposing protective measures as deemed 
necessary on the basis of the existing knowledge, even 
if they would be considered as excessive in the light of 
newly acquired evidence. A delay in their application 
could prevent the success of conservation in the future. 
This principle underlies the measures recommended in 
this programme.

The goal of this programme is to:

•	 To decrease the bycatch mortality of harbour porpoises in Polish 
waters while at the same time maintaining the quality and the 
current habitat range of harbour porpoises

•	 To limit the spatial range of disturbances of marine environment which 
could be assumed to have a negative impact on harbour porpoises:

	» In protected areas where harbour porpoises are under protection to below 1 
per cent of the surface of each area,

	» In other parts of Polish waters below 5 per cent of their surface. 

•	 To increase the knowledge on the Baltic harbour porpoise 
population as well as the use of marine space by harbour porpoise 
and the use of new information through adaptive management 
of the species conservation. 

WWF-POLAND’S HARBOUR 
PORPOISE CONSERVATION 

PROGRAMME
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•	 To increase the public knowledge on the Baltic harbour porpoise

To achieve the above objectives it is necessary to fulfil the following specific objectives:

1. To achieve good status of the marine environment as the basis for the protection of harbour porpoises and in 
particular to minimise pollution to levels not causing harmful effects to harbour porpoises;

2. To reduce disturbances, including underwater noise;

3. To implement high standard pre-investment monitoring 

4. To minimise conflicts with fisheries;

5. To complement the network of marine protected areas for harbour porpoises;

6. To improve research and monitoring programmes;

7. To share the knowledge on the species with a view to improving its conservation;

8. To further develop international co-operation in research. Monitoring, exchange of information and protection 
measures. 

Measures proposed in the harbour porpoise conservation programme require the application of a procedure foreseen 
in legislative provisions, and gradual implementation into the spatial management and resource management. In 
particular, it is crucial to include the proposed measures into the environmental impact assessment procedure of 
hydro technical investments, exploitation and exploration of the sea for economic, scientific, tourist and recreation 
purposes. The draft plan contains a lot of important information that may be very useful for officials in taking 
decisions having an impact on natural value of the region, potential or present habitat of a protected species.

After a formal approval of the ministry of environment, this conservation plan will become a binding document. 
The provisions of this programme should be especially taken into account when establishing the future spatial 
management plans at sea and on the coast, in the conservation plans of coastal national and landscape parks, 
conservation plans for Natura 2000 sites as well as Baltic Protected Areas established by HELCOM. 

Monika Łaskawska, WWF-Poland, mlaskawska@wwf.pl
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The vaquita is a small, shy cetacean that is found only 
in Mexico’s Gulf of California. With a population of 
less than 200, scientists consider the vaquita the most 
endangered cetacean in the world.

threAts

The main threat the vaquita faces is bycatch and death due 
to gillnets used by artisanal fisheries seeking shrimp, sharks, 
rays and other fishes. Illegal fishing of an endangered fish 
named totoaba is another threat for the vaquita.

protection strAtegies

Creation of the Gulf of California and Delta of the 
Colorado River Reserve

In 1993 the Mexican government established a reserve to 
protect the biodiversity of the region and the future of the 
fisheries upon which local residents depend. The reserve has 
an area of 9,347 km2 that includes the upper Gulf of California 
as well as land and wetlands of the Colorado River Delta.

The creation of the reserve was the first big step in the conservation of the natural 
resources of the region.

Area for the protection of the vaquita

There is an area of 1,264 km2 in which fishing is prohibited. This is the zone with most 
vaquita density and 80 per cent of the registered observations of the species. 

Action Programme for the Protection of the Vaquita (PACE-Vaquita)

PACE-Vaquita is the government program designed to save the species from extinction. 
It consists of three actions:

1. Production reconversion: the government provides funds for fishers to set up a 
new business and abandon fishing.

2. Technological reconversion: the government funds a change in fishing gear for 
fishers that pass from using gillnets to traps, long lines or more selective nets.

3. Conservation actions: an environmental service payment program where fishers 
receive a compensation for not fishing in the banned area established for the 
protection of vaquita.

The implementation of this program has given new hope for the vaquita, yet it has not 
been enough to ensure recovery. There is statistical evidence that the vaquita population 
continues to decline, although in less percentage if measures had not been taken.

VAQUITA, THE SMALLEST 
PORPOISE IN THE WORLD
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mexicAn government Approves vAquitA-friendly fishing geAr

In February 2013, WWF made a public call to join the online campaign that asked the Mexican president to take action 
to protect the vaquita. By the end, 38,000 people from 127 countries and territories signed the petition.

Almost immediately the Mexican government decided to make modifications to the rules governing the fishing of 
shrimp in Mexico. Among the changes is the substitution of the shrimp fishing gear to a more selective kind of small-
scale trawl net.

results of more thAn twelve yeArs of work

The new vaquita-friendly fishing gear comes from a prototype designed for shrimp boats, in a joint project between 
WWF and the National Fisheries Institute (Inapesca) in 2001.

WWF considered the approval of the rule a concrete and decisive measure to protect the vaquita. The achievement was a 
result of the collaboration between environmental and fisheries authorities, local fishers, civil society and the private sector.

Enrique Sanjurjo, WWF-Mexico, esanjurjo@wwfmex.org 
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Group of Vaquitas or Gulf porpoise (Phocoena sinus) spotted along the Upper Gulf of California, Mexico.
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In a victory for conservationists, an oil platform planned 
near the habitat of a critically endangered whale 
population has been postponed for at least five years. 
A decision about development plans for the offshore 
Sakhalin-II drilling platform has been deferred by the 
Sakhalin Energy consortium, according to the western 
gray whale expert panel report.

In December 2010, Sakhalin Energy Investment 
Company, the operator of off shore Sakhalin-II gas 
project, announced that it planned to build a third 
platform off Sakhalin Island in the Russian Far 
East. Critically endangered western gray whales, of 
which only an estimated 150 animals remain, feed 
there during the summer months. WWF feared 
that increasing underwater noise pollution from 
construction and operation of the additional structure 
could drive the animals away. Gray whales have bad 
eyesight and rely on their highly sensitive hearing 
to find food. Additionally, oil spills in the frigid sub-
Arctic waters are difficult to clean up and could be 
catastrophic for wildlife.  
 
These extraordinary animals and their newborn 

calves must consume enough food during the summer to last them on their lengthy 
migration. Oil and gas prospectors put this place that is so critical to the whales at 
even further risk. 
 
WWF and other organizations have campaigned to stop the platform from being 
built by targeting both the oil company and the banks that are the main investors to 
the project, and see this as a successful outcome.

In July 2011 WWF-Russia and WWF-UK developed a campaign to target the three 
European banks that funded the project. Campaign actions spread across the network 
and resulted in support from five national offices, namely Russia, Switzerland, France, 
Germany and the Netherlands, and WWF-International. With this additional resource 
the campaign had a much wider reach and we were able to reach each of the three banks 
in the countries where they have their headquarters, London, Paris and Geneva. WWF-
Russia was key to providing technical support and advice in the planning, as well as 
engaging supporters. 

Despite attempts to engage with the banks’ CEOs, via a joint NGO letter, this tactic didn’t 
seem to have much traction. Therefore we decided that we would target the employees of 
the banks to raise the issues internally and also engage with the public, who were asked to 
email each of the three bank CEOs, thus creating a two-pronged strategy.

There were number of off and on line activities, but the most powerful was our 11 metre 
replica western gray whale, named Olga, that was floated down the river Thames in London. 
Olga also was displayed on the South Bank in London for a day near one of the banks. 

In summer 2013 Sakhalin Energy make a decision to delay until 2017 its decision about 
building an additional oil platform, meaning the whales are safe at least until 2020. This 
gives us more time to convince the company that the project should be stopped for good. 
 

REPRIEVE FOR WHALES AT 
RISK FROM OIL PLATFORM
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Unfortunately another development in the area is now causing for concern. Exxon Neftegas Limited is planning to 
construct a temporary pier in the whales’ habitat, which could disrupt their feeding area. WWF is urging the operator to 
abandon plans for the pier and to use an alternative way to deliver cargo on shore. 

Alexey Knizhnikov, WWF-Russia, AKnizhnikov@wwf.ru
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The year 2013 ended with a positive, albeit small, step 
in the right direction for the world’s smallest and rarest 
marine dolphin: the critically endangered Maui’s dolphin. 
This animal found only on the west coast of the North 
Island of New Zealand. In December, the government 
finally announced the long-awaited decision on additional 
protection following a lengthy review of known threats and 
management measures, and several rounds of consultation 
with stakeholders and the general public. 

This process was initiated at the beginning of 2012, 
after an unfortunate bycatch incident outside the set 
net (gillnet) restriction boundaries, and the alarming 
findings of a newly published study, which estimated that 
only about 55 individuals remained. It was concluded by 
a panel of independent experts, that the biggest threat 
responsible for 95 per cent of all human-induced deaths, 
was fishing with nets.

The resulting consultation papers contained various 
measures to mitigate the risk to Maui’s dolphins from 
fishing-related and non-fishing-related threats, and 
attracted over 70,000 submissions to the government (of 
which over 31,000 can be attributed to WWF), including 
thousands of form letters, and a number of petitions. 

Unfortunately the interim measures and proposed options were inadequate and there 
were growing fears that the government would not go far enough and not act with 
sufficient urgency to save these dolphins from extinction. 

WWF worked tirelessly to raise the profile of Maui’s dolphins both nationally and 
on an international level, and sought independent expert advice and support. We 
co-sponsored a motion, which was adopted by IUCN, and presented papers at the 
IWC scientific committee for two consecutive years. Because of our efforts, relevant 
international groups of marine mammal scientists began urging the New Zealand 
government to take immediate action to protect Maui’s dolphins across their entire 
known range. 

In September 2013, the government proposed a further 350km2 extension to the set 
net ban – another 45,000+ submissions were received, with the vast majority in favour 
of the extension. Shortly thereafter, a decision was reached and the Maui’s Threat 
Management Plan was finalised. 

Although the added protection is a step in the right direction, it falls short of advice 
from the Society for Marine Mammalogy as well as the recommendations of IUCN and 
IWC. Sadly, this piecemeal solution is unlikely to slow the rate of decline, yet alone halt 
extinction.

Next steps

WWF continues to work with leaders and individuals in the fishing industries to allow 
conservation and fishing interests to focus on positive opportunities for collaboration 
and engagement. We are currently exploring the development and trialling of dolphin-
friendly gear which could lead to a win-win situation for both dolphins and fisherman. 

MAUI’S DOLPHINS: A RACE 
AGAINST EXTINCTION
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WWF also continues to 
run a Maui’s sighting 
line (active since 2003), 
which provides a trusted 
and independently 
validated system for 
the public to report 
all sightings of Maui’s 
dolphins quickly and 
easily. Our aim is to 
increase the number of 
sightings and expand 
usage of the service in 
more remote areas.

WWF will develop 
and implement a high 
profile public campaign 
that raises awareness 
of and passion for the 
dolphins amongst New 
Zealanders leading up 
to the 2014 general 
elections. We hope 
to conduct social 
research and economic 
modelling to build a 
compelling case of how 
protecting the dolphins 
can be beneficial for 
people too. Through 
this we aim to secure 
commitments for both 
dolphin protection and 
transitional support for 
fisherman across the 
political spectrum

For more information 
please visit:

http://www.wwf.org.nz/
what_we_do/species/
hector_s_and_maui_s_
dolphin/

Milena Palka, WWF-New Zealand, mpalka@wwf.org.nz 
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FRESHWATER
HIGHLIGHTS
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The Bolivian bufeo, or Bolivian river dolphin, is the only 
cetacean present in Bolivia and the only aquatic mammal 
of this country. Recent genetic studies confirmed that 
the bufeo is a unique species because it has genetic 
differences from the boto found in other parts of the 
Amazon. It was the first species of freshwater dolphin 
discovered in close to one hundred years. 

The bufeo is categorized as vulnerable? as stated in the 
IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. Because it is a 
species that was recently recognized as unique in the 
world, it has been difficult to design specific conservation 
strategies for it. Gaps in information on this species are 
mainly related to its biology, ecology and reproductive 
behaviour, especially its diet, mortality, genetics and 
numbers. 

Similar to other freshwater dolphin species, the Bolivian 
bufeo fully depends on the habitat conditions it lives in, 
and any change to its habitat can become a direct threat 
to the species. The main direct, indirect and potential 
threats to the species are:

1. Hydroelectric dams which cause: a) fragmentation 
of habitat due to the interruption of longitudinal 
connectivity; b) reduction of the abundance of prey (fish); 
and c) potential competition with the boto if this species 
expands in Bolivia. There are dams built in Brazil and 
Peru, and many others planned for the Bolivian Amazon 
could impact the Bolivian river dolphin.

2. Contamination: due to mercury, arsenic, cyanide 
and lead poured into water streams. Mercury is bio-
accumulative and bio-magnifying in the Bolivian bufeo, 
because it feeds on carnivorous fish. The main source of 

mercury is mining, especially small scale mining.

3. Commercial fishing, which causes drowning when caught in commercial fishing nets.

4. Environmental degradation: a) mainly by deforestation, causing increased 
erosion and changing rates of sediment dragged by rivers affecting water 
conditions, in turn creating population changes of fish used as food by 
the Bolivian bufeo; b) mismanagement of farmland due to the building of 
dikes, drainage ditches, embankments and other infrastructure that affects 
the river’s course, which has significant impacts on the habit; c) water 
pollution due to oil exploitation and mining activities, which discharge of 
agrochemicals and fertilizers.

5. Use of boats: a) due to the high levels of noise, which can hinder communication 
between the animals, change habits on habitat use and interrupt breeding; and 
b) accidents and injuries caused by propellers. These threats can result from 
tourism activities that are not done in a responsible way.

6. Lack of concrete actions for the conservation of this species: Although Bolivia has 

BOLIVIAN BUFEO: 
A UNIQUE SYMBOL FOR 

CONSERVATION
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made good progress in the protection and conservation of the Bolivian river dolphin, there is no a specific legislation 
governing activities that have indirect and negative impacts on it, or a regulations for its use as part of tourism activities.

Since 2006, WWF has supported the Bolivian government, in collaboration with other public, private and local 
stakeholders, to implement actions for the conservation of river dolphins, including conducting of studies and 
publications about the conservation status of this species. WWF has provided data about how the Bolivian bufeo is 
affected by the building of hydroelectric dams in Brazil. Likewise, WWF also facilitated the coordination between 
different institutions interested in contributing to the conservation of this species, and participated in the development 
of the action plan for South American river dolphins.

As part of these support actions, in March 2008 the department of Beni, an area where 90 per cent of this species lives 
, declared the Bolivian river dolphin as part of its natural heritage. The national government followed in September 
2012 by declaring the species as part of Bolivia’s natural heritage.

In addition, in parallel and coordinating with WWF, in 2009, the Bolivian environment and waters ministry developed 
a strategy for the conservation of Bolivian threatened vertebrates. This strategy contains action plans for each species, 
including the bufeo, and tools for their conservation. 

WWF was an important contributor to the plan, which presents a series of actions at different levels with priority 
areas. Actions to be performed for the conservation of the bufeo include five strategic lines: a) protection; b) 
sustainable use (non-consumptive use); c) knowledge management (research and monitoring); d) communication and 
environmental education; e) legislation, regulations and public and private institutional management. 

To date, with the support of WWF, there has been more than 25 per cent progress in the implementation of activities 
prioritized in the plan. These include design and recommendation of actions to mitigate the impacts of hydroelectric 
dams and waterways on river connectivity where the Bolivian bufeo lives, assessing the status of its populations in 
Iténez protected area, determining the distribution and number of bufeos in the Bolivian Amazon, and monitoring 
populations in the northern Amazon that will be potentially affected by the building of hydroelectric dams in Brazil.

WWF will support the Bolivian government in its efforts to work with multiple actors to implement actions for the 
conservation of species, in particular the Bolivian bufeo, which can be an “ambassador” for the preservation of rivers 
and water ecosystems. The conservation of these ecosystems is vital for living well where we can enjoy an environment 
where people live in harmony with nature.

Lila Sainz, WWF-Bolivia, lsainz@wwfbolivia.org 
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The Indus river dolphin, locally known as bhulan, is 
listed as endangered on the IUCN Red List of Threatened 
Species. It is the most threatened river cetacean after the 
extinct Yangtze river dolphin. The habitat of this species 
has been reduced to one-fifth of its historical range, 
and is now limited to a 1,000km stretch of the Indus 
river. The habitat of the dolphin has been degraded 
primarily due to shortage of water caused by diversion 
to meet the growing agricultural needs in Pakistan, a 
semi-arid country. This also reduces the flow in the river, 
thus increasing the accumulation of pollutants. Canal 
strandings, contamination of water due to industrial 
waste and agrochemicals, unsustainable fishing practices 
and net entanglements significantly contribute to the 
species endangerment.

WWF-Pakistan focuses its dolphin conservation efforts 
in a 200 km stretch of the river, which holds the highest 
dolphin population and has been a protected area since 
1974. In 2001, the site was designated as a Ramsar 
wetland of international importance due to its ecological 
significance. 

WWF-Pakistan has a long history of saving this species 
has conducted surveys every five years starting in 2001 
when the total population was about 1,100 dolphins. The 
second survey, in 2006, estimated a total population 
of about 1,600 – 1,750 dolphins. The third survey was 
conducted in 2011, and estimated the total population of 
about 1,452 dolphins.

The long term goal of WWF-Pakistan’s Indus river dolphin conservation programme is 
to conserve and protect the Indus River Dolphin and its habitat; preserve the dolphin’s 
genetic variability; and ultimately support conservation of the lower Indus delta 
ecoregion and its associated biodiversity. WWF-Pakistan has worked in partnership 
with the Sindh Wildlife Department throughout the project and in collaboration with 
other relevant line departments for the conservation of this river cetacean. Involvement 
of community stakeholders, who are fisher folk, local communities, and farmers, has 
always remained an important part of any conservation action plan. 

WWF-Pakistan also leads a river dolphin rescue programme to minimise the direct 
mortality of the animals. Dolphin rescue operations began in 1992 and a total of 140 
stranding cases have been reported so far, which resulted in successfully saving a total 
of 112 stranded dolphins. A fully equipped and trained team of official and community 
rescuers, provided with a custom-made ambulance to translocate the rescued dolphins, 
are vital components of the rescue operations. However, the key to a successful rescue is 
timely reporting of stranded dolphins, achieved by establishing a community monitoring 
and reporting network in addition to canal monitoring by dedicated wildlife watchers. 

WWF-Pakistan approached local communities residing along the Indus River; who 
are the custodians of a unique Sindhi culture and traditions, to be a part of dolphin 
monitoring network. WWF-Pakistan successfully developed liaison with community 
heads after a series of meetings to improve community-based reporting of stranded 

COMMUNITY-BASED  
CONSERVATION OF THE  
INDUS RIVER DOLPHIN
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dolphins. A community outreach programme was initiated by utilising the dolphin rescue ambulance during off-
season to create awareness among the local communities about the ecological importance of the Indus river dolphin 
while keeping the sanctity of their traditions intact.

WWF-Pakistan has mobilized fisher folk and facilitated them in establishing a fisher community-based organization in 
Sukkur. This local organization has also participated in introducing sustainable fishing practices, fish cage aquaculture 
in particular, controlling overfishing and unethical fishing practices, while promoting alternative livelihoods through a 
participatory approach. WWF-Pakistan identified three additional communities in which to multiply the approach.

The protection of dolphin’s habitat is attained, by addressing the issue of agrochemical wastes in river water. The 
agricultural belt along the Indus River is famous mainly for cultivation of cotton. Better management practices were 
introduced among farmers by establishing farmer sustainability schools, which resulted in more than a 41 per cent 
reduction in pesticide use; 55.25 per cent less use of irrigation water; 61 per cent reduction in phosphoric fertilizers 
and 32.17 per cent reduction in use of urea fertilizers during the second phase of the project.

Inhabitants of the project area had very little knowledge about their environment; therefore it was imperative to 
create awareness among the general public and communities about the ecological importance of local wildlife. WWF-
Pakistan established Indus Dolphin Conservation Centres in Guddu and Sukkur to provide an opportunity for students 
and the general public to learn about the Indus river dolphin. Awareness-raising material, celebration of environment 
days, school outreach activities, and dolphin-watching boat safaris were important means of imparting environmental 
awareness among targeted groups.

Improving livelihoods remains an essential part of the community-based dolphin conservation initiative that has 
successfully minimized harvesting pressures on natural resources. Capacity-building and skill enhancement trainings were 
conducted for fisherfolk in order to improve their survival. Vocational skill building for fisher women and developing market 
linkages has helped the local community sell handicrafts in local markets to earn additional income. Community boatmen 
were encouraged and engaged in leading dolphin safaris that have become a permanent source of income for them. 

Local boatmen who frequently move into remote wilderness areas for various purposes have valuable indigenous 
knowledge about wildlife species found in their area. WWF-Pakistan plans to build capacity of these boatmen in 
scientific knowledge and to improve their communication skills and train them as eco-tour guides. These guides will 
help impart environmental awareness to visitors while leading dolphin safaris and will support in promoting dolphin-
based eco-tourism in addition to improving livelihoods.

WWF-Pakistan continues to protect and conserve the fascinating Indus river dolphins through improved species 
management and effective involvement of community stakeholders.

Uzma Noureen, WWF-Pakistan, unoureen@wwf.org.pk

Rescue of Indus river dolphins (Platanista indi), Sukkur, Kirthar canal, Province of Sind, Pakistan.
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In November and December 2012 the Chinese 
government, WWF and other partners conducted a 
research trip on a part of the Yangtze River. During 
the voyage, the crew visually identified 380 individual 
Yangtze finless porpoises in the river’s main stream. This 

was a sharp decline from the 851 individuals identified during a 2006 survey. 

Scientists determined through analyses that the entire river’s population of Yangtze 
finless porpoises had declined to a mere 1,040 individuals, making the endangered 
species even rarer than the wild giant panda. Food shortages and human disturbances, 
such as increased shipping traffic, are major threats to the animals’ survival. 

“The species is moving fast toward its extinction,” said Wang Ding, head of the 
research expedition and chief Yangtze freshwater dolphin expert in China. Attempts 
to find traces of the baiji dolphin, another rare cetacean and close relative of the 
finless porpoise, failed again during the 2012 survey. The baiji dolphin was  declared 
“functionally extinct” since 2007.” 

Given the previous extinction, now is critical moment for saving the Yangtze finless 
porpoise.

SMILING PORPOISE,  
CHARMING YANGTZE: 

OVERVIEW OF YANGTZE 
FINLESS PORPOISE STATUS
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Neophocaena phocaenoides, 
Finless Porpoise, captive.  

Research Centre for Aquatic 
Biodiversity and Resource 

Conservation of the Chinese 
Academy of Sciences. Wuhan, 

Hubei Province, China.
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Action to protect the yAngtze finless porpoise

As rare as the giant panda, the Yangtze finless porpoise is a flagship species of the Yangtze ecological system. WWF 
works closely with government ministries to:

1. Continue the in-situ conservation: Half of the population lives in Poyang and Dongting lakes, where sand 
dredging, shipping, pollution and illegal/over fishing have been threatening the species. WWF looks to 
regulate these activities, combat outlawed moves and strengthen pollution control through policy advocacy 
so as to save the habitat of the porpoise. 

    

2. Enhance the ex-situ conservation (promote policy to strengthen the conservation of Yangtze Oxbows), 
protect small groups of the species: establish one or two new ex-situ reserves similar to the existing Tian-e-
zhou reserve; expand the population, conserve more small groups of “seed populations”.

3. 3. Promote upgrading Yangtze finless porpoise the class of federally protected animal, and increase funding 
for conservation. Promote the official action plan for saving the porpoise, and enhance the conservation of 
the whole species and its habitats.
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Collection meeting of the public recommendations on the plan  Singer of Zhang Liangying donated 0.8 million to WWF and WBCF

4. Conduct public campaigns and fundraising initiatives and raise awareness to accelerate conservation efforts. 

Xinqiao Zhang, WWF-China, xqzhang@wwfchina.org

Smile porpoise
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