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Probable Susceptibility of Dugongs to Capture Stress
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ABSTRACT

The extremely high serum potassium levels of dugongs that have been
chased with a speedboat, harpooned and drowned suggest that they may
be susceptible to the capture stress syndrome. The resultant implications
for research and management policy are discussed.

Over the last 10—15 years a considerable amount of data has accumulated
about the effects of chasing, capturing and handling ungulates. A major
concern developed when it was found that a large percentage of animals
died within a few hours to several weeks of chase, handling and capture.
This syndrome known as capture myopathy or capture stress (which i1s
reviewed by Chalmers & Barrett (1982)) has been reported in a range
of avian and mammalian taxa but is best known among ungulates for
which procedures have been developed to prevent or greatly reduce losses
(Harthoorn, in press). :

Anderson (1982) has suggested that the dugong might be considered
a marine analogue of ungulates and that on this basis consideration
should be given to the possibility of capture stress (Anderson, 1981).

One of the physiological manifestations of capture stress is an elevated
level of serum potassium. This results from free myoglobin originating
from ruptured muscle fibres and from ionic shifts due to the high degree of
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