Shark control records hindcast dramatic decline in the dugong on the urban coast of Queensland
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The dugong is listed as vulnerable to extinction by IUCN - the World Conservation Union. This evaluation is based on anecdotal information because of the difficulty in detecting trends in population size in its turbid coastal habitat. We used records from a government shark control program to hindcast changes in dugong numbers over the last four decades along a 10( latitude stretch of the eastern coast of Queensland, Australia. For a balanced data set from 6 contract areas the overall capture rate declined at an average of 8.7% per year [95% CI = (7.1, 10.6)]. For the full data set from 8 contract areas, the overall capture rate declined at 8.2% per year (6.8, 9.7), only marginally lower than for the balanced data set. The estimated decline in shark net by-catch of dugongs was used to estimate the decline in dugong numbers from all causes averaged over the areas where nets were deployed. This hindcasting suggests that dugong numbers have declined to less than 4 percent of 1960s levels if dugongs have not learned to avoid the nets or been alienated from the beaches where the nets have been deployed by increased human use.
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