Traditional hunting a sacred cow

Authorities say killing even a single dugong can have a significant impact on their
populations — and low-level impacts by the gillnet fishery have seen it condemned as
a “key threat to dugong populations” that needs to be banned — yet hunting practices
that kill hundreds of dugong every year in Queensland draw no official comment.

THE toll of dugong taken by Indigenous hunting in Australia has long been seen as
significant.

For example, in a 1995 scientific paper discussing the impact of two floods and a
cyclone in early 1992 that killed 1,000 square kilometres of seagrass in the Hervey
Bay region and led to the deaths or dispersal of more than a thousand dugong,
researchers Helene Marsh and Tony Preen said: “Previous concern about dugong
conservation has tended to focus on traditional hunting and incidental drowning in gill
nets. It is apparent that effective conservation management must address all
impacts, including habitat loss and modification.” So, more than 30 years ago,
Indigenous hunting of dugong was recognised as a conservation issue. (See
Reference 1.)

In 2004, scientists went significantly further, stating traditional hunting at then levels
in the Torres Strait and eastern Cape York was unsustainable.

Six researchers published a paper in the Zoological Society of London journal,
Animal Conservation, concluding that the estimated Indigenous take of 500 dugong
a year in Torres Strait and 150 in north-eastern Cape York was unsustainable and
could lead to “quasi-extinction” (where numbers fall to just 10 per cent of the original
population) in both regions. (See Ref. 2.)

That paper was published more than 20 years ago. Perhaps the numbers of dugong
taken by hunting has been reduced since then?

However, it seems in recent times traditional hunting has taken 100 to 150 dugong a
year in the south-eastern Gulf of Carpentaria.

In December 2023, Burketown resident and Gulf community leader Mr Murrandoo
Yanner told ABC radio: “Between here and Mornington, the whole of the Gulf, we
probably hunt two or three dugong a week.”

And, discussing the results of aerial surveys of dugong numbers from Mission Beach
to Moreton Bay in 2022, James Cook University (JCU) researchers reported an
apparent decline in numbers overall and a concerning low number of dugong around
Indigenous communities. (Ref. 3.)

They highlighted in particular the loss of seagrass and its impact on dugong
populations, as well as incidental capture in gillnets, but were also concerned about
dugong numbers around Indigenous communities.

Under “Advice for Traditional Communities in the Survey Area” (page 66), the
authors said: “The status of the dugong in coastal areas of sea countries surveyed in
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2022 is very concerning. Thus, we suggest that discussions should be initiated for a
moratorium on traditional hunting within communities until the situation improves.

“Consider partnering with researchers in the design and implementation of local
scale research relevant to the management of dugongs and seagrasses in sea
country.”

The report said elsewhere that the survey results “highlight the need to reduce non-
climate impacts on dugongs and their seagrass habitats by improving water quality,
decreasing the risk of incidental capture of dugong in gillnets throughout the east
cost of Queensland as recently agreed by the Commonwealth and Queensland
Ministers, and working with Traditional Owners to manage their dugong populations”.

The JCU media release (Ref. 4) distributed at the time the report was published (in
September 2023) included comments from then Federal Environment Minister Tanya
Plibersek.

In part, she said the Federal Government was committed to putting a stop to
biodiversity decline: “This research, sadly, draws a clear picture of what we already
know — that more needs to be done to address species decline in Australia, including
on the Great Barrier Reef.

“l want to see this majestic creature on a path to recovery. That’s why we’re restoring
important blue carbon ecosystems like seagrass, which dugongs call home, and
investing $1.2 billion to protect the Great Barrier Reef.

“We’re also supporting the Queensland Government to phase out gill nets in the
Great Barrier Reef, which are a key threat to dugong populations.”

Minister Plibersek made no comment about the reported “very concerning” low
dugong numbers reported around traditional communities, let alone a moratorium on
traditional hunting.

In February 2024, the Queensland Government’s Department of the Environment,
Tourism, Science & Innovation (DETSI) published a bulletin about dugong. (Ref. 5.)

The Department said that dugongs face unique challenges due to their long lifespan
(up to 70 years) and their slow reproductive rate, with breeding occurring every three
to seven years.

“As a result, their populations are in steady and ongoing decline,” the Department
said. “The loss of even a single dugong can have a significant impact on their
populations, which is why their protection is crucial.

“By phasing out gill nets, we are adding an extra layer of protection to help support
the long-term survival of dugongs and other threatened, endangered and protected
species.”

So, DETSI believes the loss of even a single dugong can have a significant impact
on their populations — and that is linked directly to phasing out gillnets — but there is



no mention of traditional hunting, which causes the loss of hundreds of dugong every
year.

In fact, in its 2024 bulletin, the Department did not even list traditional hunting as a
threat.

“Boat strikes, accidental entanglement in fishing gill nets and marine debris, and
habitat degradation due to coastal development, as well as declining water quality,
all pose a threat to dugongs in the (Great Barrier) Reef,” DETSI said. “The combined
impact of these threats is unsustainable, and urgent action to protect dugongs and
their environment is needed.”

How many dugong are killed in Queensland (or elsewhere in northern Australia)
each year? It seems hard to know. Despite the concerns over dugong mortalities, no-
one seems to be keeping score.

From at least 1996 till 2015, the Queensland Government maintained a marine
wildlife stranding and mortality database called Strandnet. (Ref. 7.)

It was compiled by the Environment Department, which said at the time that the
primary focus of the database was to record information on where sick, injured, dying
and dead marine cetaceans (whales and dolphins), pinnipeds (seal and sea lions),
dugongs and turtles had been found in Queensland, and assess causes of injury and
death, if possible. Incidental information on sharks, rays, seabirds and other marine
animals was also recorded.

“This information assists the Department to identify emerging causes of mortality in
marine wildlife,” they said. “Where strandings are caused by human activity, this data
is valuable in raising community awareness and informs management actions to
mitigate these causes.

“‘Go-slow’ areas in Moreton Bay and Great Sandy Marine Parks, and dugong
protection areas along the eastern Queensland coastline, are two changes that were
introduced to reduce boat strikes and netting as sources of injury and mortality.

These measures were introduced as a direct result of the data recorded in the
strandings database.

“Strandings data are supplied by staff of the Department and the Great Barrier Reef
Marine Park Authority, community rescue organisations and wildlife hospitals /
rehabilitation facilities. The database also contains mortality records from the
Queensland Government’s shark control program.”

The final report summarised dugong strandings and mortalities in Queensland
waters from 2013 to 2015. It said a total of 42 cases were reported in 2013 (including
four that were rescued or escaped alive), with 49 in 2014 (including three that were
alive) and 21 in 2015 (including two that were alive), which represented a decline
from the average over the previous 10-year period. The total number reported in
2015 was the lowest since comprehensive reporting of strandings commenced in
1996.



“Across the reporting period a total of nine carcasses were examined by staff or
veterinarians (2013: three necropsies and one post-mortem examination; 2014: two
necropsies and one post-mortem examination; 2015: two necropsies),” the report
said. “In 2013, the cause of death was identifiable in 12 cases; in 2014, the cause of
death was identifiable in 29 cases and in 2015 the cause of death was identifiable in
nine cases.

“Overall, the main identified cause was Indigenous hunting (30 records), followed by
net entanglement (two mortalities and two released alive), vessel strikes / fractures
(four mortalities), disease (three mortalities), predation (two mortalities), incidental
catch in the (State Government) shark control program (two mortalities) and
entanglement in a crab pot (one released alive). An additional six mortalities were
suspected to have been caused by a human activity based on evidence such as
linear cuts and / or rope securing the carcass.”

The Strandnet program ended 2015 and, currently, there looks to be no monitoring of
dugong mortality in Queensland.

In October, on behalf of QSIA and Queensland Seafood magazine, | emailed Helene
Marsh, Emeritus Professor of Environmental Science at James Cook University in
Townsville, asking: “Are you aware of any figures on the numbers of dugong taken
by Indigenous hunting and the number of dugong killed by fishing activities, such as
gill-netting, in any area of Australian waters? ... | have had no success in trying to
identify any recent reports.”

Dr Marsh responded: “I am not aware of any current reliable information on numbers
of dugong taken by Indigenous hunters or fishers in Australian waters in recent
years.”

If Australia’s pre-eminent dugong researcher is not aware of any reliable numbers,
it's reasonable to assume they do not exist.

Over the years, there have been questions of cruelty involved in traditional hunting
(Ref. 6) and 10 years ago the then Federal MP for Leichhardt, Warren Entsch, was
campaigning against what he believed to be commercial black-market sale of
dugong meat outside traditional communities.

However, no commercial fisherman | have spoken to resents dugong being taken in
sustainable numbers by traditional hunting (and they also recognise rights to hunt
dugong under the Native Title Act 1993).

What does disturb them is the apparent hypocrisy displayed by State and Federal
Government agencies. Anecdotal reports of interactions between commercial
fishermen and dugong can lead to industry shutdowns but the known hunting of
hundreds escapes comment.

About three years ago, in a meeting about fisheries issues with then senior
executives of Fisheries Queensland, | began to raise the issue of traditional hunting
of dugong. The immediate response was: “Don’t talk about that.” We moved on to a



new topic. It seemed that, within Fisheries Queensland, traditional hunting of dugong
could not even be discussed, let alone addressed.

To be fair, the James Cook University media release of September 2023 did quote
Director of JCU’s TropWATER research institution, Professor Damien Burrows, as
saying the organisation was “actively collaborating with Traditional Owners on sea
country, providing communities with the necessary tools to monitor both dugongs
and seagrass effectively”.

In the same media release, JCU TropWATER lead dugong researcher, Chris
Cleguer, said consultation confirmed that Traditional Owners are very keen to be
informed on the results of the surveys as well as opportunities to be actively involved
in future monitoring.

“By training up Traditional Owners on sea country we could have more regular and
finer scale monitoring,” Dr Cleguer said. “This could help to detect changes in
population size to allow managers to intervene quicker.”

So, perhaps as part of this or other consultation, discussions are taking place to
manage the numbers of dugong killed every year by traditional hunting — discussions
behind closed doors, conducted with sensitivity and respect.

If this is the case, no doubt commercial net fishers would have appreciated the same
sensitivity and respect, rather than being pilloried.

There is another important factor in play here.

Among the recommendations made in the report of the 2022 UNESCO delegation to
Queensland to inspect management of the Great Barrier Reef was one relating to
management of protected species. (Ref. 8.)

The recommendation reads: “Finalize and implement protected species
management strategies for all formally recognized protected species (or suites of
protected species in particular biomes), which should include appropriate regulations
to effectively prohibit catch or harvest of these protected species.”

As a protected species, dugong will require a management plan and, if the plan
follows the UNESCO recommendation, it will include prohibition of harvesting.

It will be interesting to see how the Queensland and Commonwealth Governments
approach this management plan as they continue to work to stave off imposition of
the UNESCO delegation’s so-far suspended recommendation to declare the Great
Barrier Reef “World Heritage In Danger”.

Martin Bowerman
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