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Current at February 2008. For updates see  

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/coasts/mbp/north>. 

General �nformat�on

The dugong (Dugong dugon) �s the only l�v�ng member 

of the fam�ly Dugong�dae and �s only one of four l�v�ng 

spec�es of the order S�ren�a.

Nat�onally protected spec�es

The dugong �s l�sted as m�gratory and mar�ne under 

Sect�on 248 of the EPBC Act and �s l�sted under CITES 

Append�x I and CMS Append�x II. A Memorandum of 

Understand�ng on the conservat�on and management of 

dugongs and the�r hab�tats throughout the�r range was 

s�gned on the 31 October 2007. The dugong �s also l�sted 

as vulnerable to ext�nct�on under the World Conservation 

Union’s Red List of Threatened Species (IUCN 2000).

Ecology of protected spec�es �n the 

North Mar�ne Reg�on

Dugongs are found throughout the trop�cal and 

subtrop�cal coastal and �sland waters of the Indo–West 

Pac�fic reg�on. A s�gn�ficant proport�on of the world’s 

dugong populat�ons occur �n coastal waters from Shark 

Bay �n Western Austral�a to Moreton Bay �n Queensland. 

Current dugong d�str�but�ons are bel�eved to represent 

rel�ct populat�ons separated by large areas where they 

are e�ther ext�nct or close to ext�nct�on. The most recent 

est�mate of the Austral�an populat�on �s around 80 000 

�nd�v�duals (Marsh et al. 2002).

Dugongs are long-l�ved an�mals w�th a low reproduct�ve 

rate; they have a long gestat�on per�od and a have a h�gh 

�nvestment �n each offspr�ng. The max�mum l�fespan �s 

approx�mately 70 years and the pre-product�ve �nterval 

ranges between s�x and 15 years (Marsh et al. 2003). 

Female dugongs usually bear a calf every two and half to 

seven years, w�th a gestat�on per�od of about 13 months. 

Calv�ng occurs �n the shallow waters of t�dal sandbanks 

and estuar�es, and breed�ng �s more l�kely to occur �n the 

second half of the year (Boyd et al. 1999).

Dugongs feed on seagrass meadows found �n shallow 

t�dal and sub-t�dal coastal waters. Preferent�al graz�ng 
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Dugong feeding. Photo: Paul Anderson, Conservation and Land Management (CALM)  Western Australia.

of seagrasses occurs in some areas, possibly based on 

the nutritional quality of the seagrass species (Preen 

1992). Marine algae are also eaten, although algal 

feeding is believed to occur only where seagrass is 

scarce (Spain and Heinsohn 1973). Dugong movements 

are usually restricted to areas within tens of kilometres 

from seagrass beds, however observations of dugong 

movements have also shown that individuals may 

undertake long distance movements of up to 600 km in 

a few days (Saalfeld and Marsh 2004).

Important areas for dugongs in the 

North Marine Region

There is no data available that identifies important 

areas for dugongs within the Region. Important sites 

within State and Territory waters adjacent to the Region 

include the following:

Blue Mud Bay – supports dugong feeding aggregations.

Groote Eylandt region – supports dugong populations.

Limmen Bight River to the Sir Edward Pellew Group – this area 

contains known seagrass beds supporting one of the top 

four dugong populations in Australia.

Wellesley Islands – support dugong populations.

Known interactions and threats

Human activities that may affect dugongs in the Region 

include commercial fisheries, Indigenous harvest, and 

marine debris. Natural events such as cyclones and 

flood�ng may also cause local�sed decl�nes through 

damage to seagrass hab�tats.

Fisheries

Trawl�ng of the sea floor can damage seagrass beds, 

reduc�ng food hab�tats for dugong populat�ons. Closed 

areas �n the Northern Prawn F�shery cover the known 

shallow water seagrass beds. Large-mesh (greater than 

150 mm) fish�ng nets are also a documented threat to 

dugongs and �llegal fore�gn fish�ng vessels apprehended 

�n the Reg�on have been observed w�th dugongs on 

board. 

A number of measures have been �ntroduced by 

Queensland and the Northern Terr�tory to m�n�m�se 

�mpacts on these spec�es. These measures �nclude:

• barramund� net fishery closures between October to 

January;

• spat�al closures to nett�ng;

• a ban on sett�ng nets across waterways or channels 

w�th�n 100 m of another net; and

• voluntary endangered spec�es awareness course for 

commerc�al fishers.

Indigenous harvest

Under Sect�on 211 of the Native Title Act 1993, Ind�genous 

people w�th a nat�ve t�tle r�ght can leg�t�mately hunt 

dugongs �n Austral�a to sat�sfy the�r personal, domest�c 

or communal needs. L�ttle �nformat�on �s currently 

ava�lable on levels of Ind�genous harvest of dugongs �n 

the Northern Terr�tory and Queensland waters of the 
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Gulf of Carpentar�a but they are bel�eved to be relat�vely 

low. 

The Nat�onal Partnersh�p Approach for the susta�nable 

harvest of turtle and dugong �s an �n�t�at�ve of the 

Natural Resource Management M�n�ster�al Counc�l. The 

Partnersh�p �nvolves the Austral�an, Western Austral�an, 

Northern Terr�tory and Queensland governments as 

well as relevant Abor�g�nal and Torres Stra�t Islander 

commun�t�es. The key object�ve of the Partnersh�p �s 

to better understand the exper�ences and asp�rat�ons of 

Ind�genous commun�t�es �n relat�on to the susta�nable 

management of mar�ne turtles and dugongs and to use 

th�s to �nform pol�cy and programme development and 

�mplementat�on by Austral�an governments. 

Habitat loss

Loss of seagrass hab�tats �n coastal waters adjacent to 

the Reg�on �s a potent�al threat to dugong populat�ons. A 

five year mon�tor�ng study (1994–1999) of seagrass beds 

follow�ng the establ�shment of the lead and z�nc export 

fac�l�ty at Karumba has shown a major change �n spec�es 

compos�t�on and decrease �n s�ze of some seagrass areas 

(Queensland Department of Pr�mary Industr�es 1999). 

Large losses of seagrass have also resulted from natural 

events such as floods and cyclones. For example, �n 1985, 

Cyclone Sandy destroyed around 183 km2 of seagrass 

(or 20 per cent of seagrass �n the Gulf of Carpentar�a) 

between the S�r Edward Pellew Group and L�mmen B�ght 

along the Northern Terr�tory coast (Po�ner and Peterk�n 

1995). Once an area has been denuded of seagrass, 

recovery �s slow, �f at all, �n some reg�ons (Po�ner and 

Peterk�n 1995).

Other potential threats

Another potent�al threat to dugongs �n the Reg�on 

�ncludes boat str�ke. No data �s ava�lable on the number 

of dugong �njur�es or mortal�t�es caused by boat str�kes 

�n the Reg�on (UNEP 2002).
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