
DUGONG RESEARCH:
current ststus qnd oPPorfunities

Most people hove never heord of dugongs. Yet two very different
groups of people find them foscinoting, Dugong meot is the fovourite
food of mony of the Torres Stroit lslonders ond coostol Aborigines who
five in tropicol Austrolio ond for whom dugongs hove greot culturol ond
dietory significonce. Mommologists olso regord the dugong os one of
the greot mommols, forit isfhe only herbivorous mommol thot is strictly
morfne, ond one of onhfr"xt'ont members of the obscure order Sirenio or
seocows.

This professionol foscinotion wos the stimulus for the first modern
reseorch on dugongs in tropicol Austrolio which begon in I969 when
George Heinsohn, o lecturer in Zoology of Jomes Cook University,
storted collecting somples from dugongs which drowned in shork nets
set for bother protection neor fownsville. However, it is the culturol
significonce of the dugong ond Austrolio's perceived responsibility os
the only developed Country whose woters ore known to support
significcnt dugong stocks thot hove prompted the subsequent
substcntiol reseorch'funding.

Dugongs ore extremely cryptic ond tend to occur in turbid woters. They
hove proved extremely difficult to study using conventionol underwoter
observotionol techniques ond ore most effectively counted from light
oircroft. During the 

.l970's, 
o series of quolitotive oeriol surveys

estoblished thot dugongs ore widely distributed throughout the coostol
woters of northern Austrolio, ond identified locotions from Shork Boy in
Western Austrolio to Moreton Boy in southern Queenslond which
support lorge numbers of onimols. Dugongs ore found in shollow,
sheltered boys which support lorge stonds of seogrosses, their mojor
food. They olso occur on lorge reefs such os those in Torres Stroit ond
Princess Cforlotte Boy.

Informotion on clugong life history ond reproductive biology wos
obtoined of Jomes Cook University frorn the onolysis of specimens from
some 600 dugongs. These were not only obtoined from onimols
drowning occidentolly in nets, but olso from notive hunters of severol
communit ies. Most specimens were col lected by the Popuo New
Guineo Division of Wildlife from dugongs which were sold in the morket
of Doru in Torres Stroit. Eoch dugong wos oged by counting the number
of growth loyers in its tusk; these ore deposited onnuolly rother like
growth rings in o tree, This study indicoted thot dugongs hove o life
spon rother similor to our own. lndividuols moy live for more thon
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seventy yeors, but femoles do not hove their first colf until they ore ot\.
leost 10 yeors old ond somtimes not until they ore l5 to l7 yecrs old. A
single colf  is usuolly born ond moy be suckled for of leost l8 months.
The colving interuol is veryvorioble both in spoce ond time, but is ot
leost three yeors.

ln the obsence of relioble doto on noturol mortolity, o series of mortolity
schedules were developed bosed on doto from mommols with similor
life histories. These schedules were used in conjunction with the
empiricol l ife history doto in o simple populotion model. Hundred-yeor
populot ion simulot ions using this model indicoted thot, even with ihe
most optimistic schedule of l ife history porometers, o low schedule of
noturol mortolity, ond no mon-induced mortolity, o dugong populotion
wos unlikely to increose of more thon obout five percent per yeor.
Cleorly, dugongs ore highly susceptible to over-exploitot ion.

Although dugongs ore protected by low in Austrolio, they con stil l be
hunted legolly by mony Aboriginols ond lslonders, ond they ore subject
to incidentol mortolity in gill-nets. Scientists, including myself , were
concerned thot we hod o 'dugong problem'. This concern wos
heightened by the dwindling troditionol cotch in Torres Stroit; o cotch
thot opporently declined despite sustoined effort.

In orderto determine the stotus of ihe dugong in tropicol Austrolio. it wos
necessory to develop o quontitotive oeriol survey technique which
would provide o precise index of dugong density os o bosis fc:'
monitoring long-term trends. Surveys hove now been conducted olong
these lines olong much of the Northern Territory coost by stoff of the
Conservotion Commission. ond in most of the Greot Borrier Reef Morine
Pork ond in Torres Stroit by the Jomes Cook Group. The resultont
populotion estimotes indicote thot there ore for more dugongs in
Austrolion woters thon previously supposed. However, becouse of the
errors inherent in the survey technique ond the likely slow rote of chonge
of o dugong populotion, it is estimoted thot it will be at leost o decode
before it is possible to confirm whether dugong numbers ore increosing,
decreosing or stoble. Meonwhile, it would be prudent to introduce
conservotive monogement pol icies.

The Greot Borrier Reef Morine Pork Authority is using o system of zonal
monogement to protect dugongs ond hos given o very high level of
protection to inshore seogross beds which ore known to suoPort lorge
numbers of onimols. Ihe success of this opprooch depends on the
dugongs octuolly spending o lot of their time in these oreos. Very litf le is
known of the movements oncl hobitot usoge of individuol dugongs ond
the underwoter techniques thot hove; been ottempted in the posl ore
unsuitsble for the turbid inshore woters of the Greot Borrier Reef Region.
ln order to overcome these problems, it wos decided to use rodio-
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, ' This wos o consideroble technicol chollenge os rodio signols ottenuote
,::,in seowoter. With the co-operotion of the US Fish ond Wildtife Service, o
',: tethered flooting rodio-tog ossembly hos been developed for
: dugongs, ond o conventionol VHF tronsmitter ond o sotellite PTT' compored in o pilot study. The study indicotes thot dugongs ore more
suiioble for sotellite trocking thon most other morine mommols with up to
five locotions being obtoined per doy, Eoch locotion is occurote to
within obout 500 m. This technique is very opplicoble in the remote
oreos of northern Austrolio, os once the tronsmitter is on the onimol. the
informotion con be occessed by computer from onywhere in the world.

Future dugong reseorch is going to rely more heovily on remote sensing
techniques such os sotellite trocking. lt is olso likely thot reseorch
techniques developed in Austrolio will be opplied in the other 42 Asion,
Africon ond Pocific countries thot moke up the dugong's wide ronge in
order to provide o sound biologicol bosis for dugong monogement in
these oreos.

Dugong reseorch hos come o long way from deod
onimols in shork nefs.
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