Large-scale movements of dugongs: evidence, reasons and policy implications
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Results of time series of aerial surveys for dugongs conducted since the mid 1980s over six survey regions totaling more than 100 thousand square kilometers of ocean off the eastern coast of Queensland and in Torres Strait between Australia and Papua New Guinea indicate that dugongs may undertake large-scale movements between surveys, both between and within survey regions. The most plausible reason for these movements is the occasional large-scale (thousands of square kilometers) dieback of seagrasses associated with extreme weather events. When their seagrass habitat is lost dugongs either move or stay, lose condition, postpone breeding and risk death. These large-scale movements of dugong have major policy implications: zonal protection is appropriate for persistent areas of high dugong use but it is important to protect many such areas to spread the risk of seagrass dieback; Indigenous catch quotas must recognize the variability in size and potential rate of increase of  the target population;  population trends are not a reliable index of population status at local or regional scales except over very long time periods, and comparing actual anthropogenic mortality with sustainable estimates of such mortality provides a more sensitive trigger for conservation action.

