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The

Endangered Status
of Irrawaddy Dolphins

in Songkhla Lake

Thailand is one of five places in the world where rare
aquatic animals known as Irrawaddy dolphins can be
found in Songkhla Lake. Can you believe that in the
past 30 years, 140 Irrawaddy dolphins have been
found dead!

Over the past 30 years, the number of Irrawaddy dolphins has dropped from
over one hundred to only fourteen. This could lead to a critical situation and even the
possibility of genuine extinction.

A major reason why Irrawaddy dolphins are an endangered species is due to
accidental entanglement in fishing nets. Fishermen enter Songkhla Lake without
permission to catch fish, such as Mekong giant catfish and sea bass, which puts the
dolphins at risk. Despite the designation of the non-hunting area of Songkhla Lake
as a sanctuary, dolphins continue to face danger. The government and private sectors
are collaborating to resolve this problem by establishing a conservation plan. The
purpose of this plan is to raise awareness and understanding of conservation efforts
for the remaining 14 Irrawaddy dolphins and to increase their population numbers.

There are only five freshwater locations in the world where Irrawaddy dolphins are found, as shown in the following list:
1. Irrawaddy River in Myanmar

2. Mekong River as a part of Lao and Cambodia countries
3. Mahakam River in Indonesia

4. Chilika Lake in India

5. Songkhla Lake in Thailand



Getting to know Irrawaddy Dolphins

Irrawaddy dolphin, also known as Ayeyarwady dolphin and its scientific name is Orcaella
brevirostris, is a euryhaline species of oceanic dolphin and gets its name from the former name
of Irrawaddy River in Myanmar. It is able to live in both coastal area and freshwater and are
one of the few dolphin species with the ability to adapt to freshwater environment. It is found
in coastal areas in South Asia and Southeast Asia. In terms of physical appearance, Irrawaddy
dolphins have a round and bulging forehead, similar to an alms bowl. Their necks are highly
flexible, which can be observed in the creases behind their heads. They are dark grey in color,
although some have a pale grey color with a pale ventral (under) side. They have small eyes
and lack a beak. Their flippers are broad and triangular-shaped, and their dorsal fins are small,
flat and thin with a sickle-like shape that is rounded behind the middle of the back and slightly
inclined towards the tail. Their mouths are known to have 8 to 19 pairs of teeth in the upper
jaw and 11 to 18 pairs of teeth in the lower jaw. At full maturity, the body length of Irrawaddy
dolphins is over 200 cm and they weigh about 3.21 kg.

Irrawaddy dolphins can stay underwater for 70 to 150 seconds before emerging to take
alternating breaths. They are warm-blooded mammals that give birth to one offspring at a time,
with the gestation period of 9 to 14 months. Their diets consists of shrimp, fish, and shellfish
that live on the surface and in the mud.

The figure shows physical appearance of the Irrawaddy dolphin.
Source: Department of Marine and Coastal Resources

The seven neck vertebrae are not

Blunt forehead, no distinct connected, so they can move their Rounded triangular dorsal fin with
beak, upper front back has neck more freely compared with ..., approximate height at 3% of body
shallow furrow from neck to other dolphin species in the sea length, located in the middle body

the front of dorsal fin : area toward the back

There are 8-9 teeth of upper
jaw (approximately 15 teeth) :
and 11-18 teeth of lower jaw 2 a dolphin’s diet in
(approximately 13-14 teeth) i

The color of Irrawaddy dolphins is
grey ranging to pale grey at ventral
side. Male dolphins are 2.6 -2.8 m

in length and approximately weigh
115-130 kg., which are slightly larger
than females. The gestation period

is about 10-14 months and newborn
baby dolphin calves weigh from 10 —
12 kg and 90- 100 cm in length. They
can live up to 30 years.

The main staple of

" Songkhla Lake is
Long board paddle-like flippers catfishes and carps as
which are of 7.3% in width of well as crustaceans
body length and the tip of
flippers are rounded.

Irrawaddy dolphins are protected wildlife under the Wild Animal Conservation and

Protection Act of 1992, and their status is classified as critically endangered. Their global
population has been decreasing significantly. Therefore, Thailand proposed that Irrawaddy
dolphins be listed as protected wildlife in Appendix | during the thirteenth CITES conference
held in Bangkok in 2003. As a result, the commercial trade of Irrawaddy dolphins is prohibited
except for the purposes of study and propagation. This protection extends to an international
level, ensuring the conservation of Irrawaddy dolphins.

According to a survey, Irrawaddy dolphins are known to inhabit five freshwater areas around
the world. They can be found in several countries, including: India, Indonesia, Myanmar, and
Cambodia.
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The number of Irrawaddy dolphins in each country is as follows: 140 in India, 90 in Indonesia, 80 in Myanmar,
and 90 in Cambodia. Unfortunately, the last Irrawaddy dolphin in Laos died last year. However, in the future,
Irrawaddy dolphins in the Mekong River of Cambodia may migrate to Laos as the river runs through both countries.
This migration could potentially allow Laos to once again become a place where Irrawaddy dolphins can be found.

In the fiscal year 2021-2022, the Marine and Coastal Resources Research Center and Lower Gulf of Thailand
conducted a survey using vessels and hydrophones. The survey found that Irrawaddy dolphins feed throughout
the upper areas of Songkhla Lake, and the estimated number of Irrawaddy dolphins in 2022 was approximately 14

From Seawater Animals to Freshwater Animals

Irrawaddy Dolphins generally live in coastal areas of the Gulf of Thailand, around a hundred years ago, a
part of the Songkha Lake estuary that was connected to the Gulf of Thailand was rich in aquatic animals. This
abundance caused a great herd of Irrawaddy dolphins to migrate to the lake and make it their home. Over time,
the shallow sea prevented the dolphins from returning to the sea, forcing them to adapt to living in the lake. As
a result, they have continued to dwell in the lake until today.

Distribution of Irrawaddy Dolphins
Source: Department of Marine
and Coastal Resources

Irrawaddy Dolphins Conservation Plan

The Irrawaddy dolphin conservation plan, which aimed to protect the remaining 14 Irrawaddy dolphins,
was conducted through the cooperation of various government and private agencies. These included the
Department of Marine and Coastal Resources, Department of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation,
Department of Fisheries of Phatthalung and Songkhla provinces, educational institutions, and local government
organizations

Interviewer had an opportunity talking with Ms. Ratree Suksuwan, Director of the Marine Resources
Research Center and the Lower Gulf of Thailand, who played a significant role in establishing the Irrawaddy
dolphin conservation plan including its guideline and initial stage.

Ms. Ratree said that in the past, hundreds of Irrawaddy dolphins lived in Songkhla Lake. However, the
reason why they are now classified as endangered is due to the observed deaths among them. During a recent
survey, small dolphins were seen swimming with the larger ones, indicating that they were calves. Unfortunately,
retrospective statistical data collection on dolphin deaths revealed, that about 50 percent of the dead were
Irrawaddy dolphin calves. This indicate that if they die as young, the number of Irrawaddy dolphins will rapidly
decline, possibly leading to extinction. Urgent action is needed to prevent their extinction.



The distribution boundary of Irrawaddy dolphins
in Songkhla Lake was determined through surveys
conducted by both vessels and aerial means. The

map shows the sub-district areas where dead

Irrawaddy dolphins washed ashore, as well as the
survey area where a seine of Mekong giant catfish

was found.

Source: Department of Marine and Coastal Resources

3

Our greatest concern is that over 60 percent of the deaths
are caused by Irrawaddy dolphins getting stuck in fishermen’s
nets, since they inhabit the same areas as a great number of
Mekong Giant Catfish and Sea Bass. Most fishermen generally
access these areas for commercial fishing. In 2018, our agencies
and non-hunting areas of Songkhla Lake declared this particular
area as a conservation zone. We have also made efforts to raise
awareness among inhabitants, and many have acknowledged
this circumstance. Some people have cooperated in conservation
efforts, while others ignore the regulations and still fish in the area
to make a living from resources around it. Since punishments are
not strict and are vague. We, therefore, have been attempting to
designate Irrawaddy dolphins as a reserved species in Thailand.
The establishment of additional measures for their protection,
explicit protection laws, intense punishment, and an increase in

the conservation budget is important objectives that are currently
in process and anticipated to be completed this year.

We aim to achieve an increase
in Irrawaddy dolphins

by 30 individuals

in Songkhla Lake in 10 years.

Other causes of Irrawaddy dolphin death are decreased in the amount of food in natural
habitat, as well as illnesses. In addition, inbreeding is another issue as the dolphins in Songkhla
Lake are from the same herd. They strayed into the lake and are unable to go out into
the open sea. As a result, they are from the same family lineage, and inbreeding
can occur within the herd, resulted in weak calves.

According to the Marine and Coastal Resources Research Center, Lower
Gulf of Thailand, it was reported that from 2006 to 2021, 90 Irrawaddy
dolphins washed ashore in Songkhla Lake. However, in 2022, no evidence
of dead dolphins washing ashore was found, which is a good sign possibly.

“Experts who have relevant experience are brought together to execute
the plan. According to all retrospective information that we have studied,
we aim to achieve an increase in Irrawaddy dolphins by 30 individuals in
Songkhla Lake in 10 years. If everything is going well as planned, we can
certainly reach the goals.” said Ms. Retree.

The major approaches of the Irrawaddy dolphin conservation plan ﬂ
consist of 5work plans: 1) Reducing threats to Irrawaddy dolphins and
their habitats 2) Increasing food supplies and restoring Songkhla
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Lake 3) Conducting ecological and biological research on Irrawaddy )
dolphins in Songkhla Lake 4) Studying and developing technology 38

to increase the Irrawaddy dolphin population, and 5) Developing J s
mechanisms and activities to increase management efficiency 3+

of Irrawaddy dolphins in Songkhla Lake.
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“Ms. Ratree explains that “If there is no mortality among Irrawaddy dolphins, we can achieve our
goals. We need to focus on taking care of their habitats and ensuring their safety, which is the urgent
plan to be implemented. In addition, the purpose of the second urgent plan is to increase the number
of aquatic animal species that are used for feeding Irrawaddy dolphins. The method is to release
more aquatic animals and build fish hideouts. If Irrawaddy dolphins are safe and have supply with
abundance of food, they are likely to breed and produce their calves safely. Moreover, the long-term
plan includes ecological and biological research. If we study some aspects in depth, the information
gathered by researchers can be applied to decrease threats in the future. Research and technology
development for increasing the number of Irrawaddy dolphins is also parts of the long-term plan. If
there is a possibility of inbreeding problems, we will pay attention to genetic studies for a definitive
answer, and consider conducting artificial insemination from outside dolphins or releasing outside
dolphins that have been detained. These plans are required thorough the study. The most significant
long-term plan is to develop mechanisms and activities for escalating management efficiency in
Songkhla Lake, which requires the cooperation of various agencies. For instance, a development and
rescue center for Irrawaddy dolphins should be established, due to the fact that freshwater Irrawaddy
dolphins can only be found in Thailand and in five locations around the world. Thus, we should enhance
the level of importance.”
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“At present, the plans have already been designated, but the problem is the lack of budget
for implementation. The plans that are able to be carried out include surveys of the distribution of
Irrawaddy dolphins, aquatic animals, food chains, and water quality in particular areas. Moreover,
training is also arranged to transfer knowledge to inhabitants and fishermen, so they will aware of the
issues, solutions, and conservation methods as creating cooperation network for the conservation.
In the non-hunting area of Songkhla Lake, more proactive measures can be taken by making
announcements to residences. Unfortunately, due to budget constraints, it is difficult to accomplish
the goals. If we want to comply with all plans, a significant amount of budget is necessarily needed.
Therefore, the major obstacle is the budget.”

“Although several agencies take part in the cooperation, the most crucial key to the conservation
of Irrawaddy dolphins in Songkhla Lake is to raise awareness among inhabitants and fishermen in the
area. They need to be encouraged to protect and cherish the Irrawaddy dolphins and to avoid engaging
in fishing practices that put them at risk or danger. It is also essential to maintain the environment
and water quality for this dolphin species to live safely in Songkhla Lake.”



Interviewer had additional discussions with Mr. Uthai Yodchan or Nuay,
the president of Ban Laem Hat Irrawaddy Dolphin Conservation Association,
who played a significant role in supervision and coordination between the
Marine and Coastal Resources Research Center, Lower Gulf of Thailand, and
the inhabitants in the area. The Conservation Association was established
in 2006 due to a great number of Irrawaddy dolphin deaths. Mr. Nuay
gathered together with local fishermen to establish the association. At first,
the association consisted of 5 members, but it currently has 25 members.

"Irrawaddy dolphins have been in Songkhla Lake for hundreds of
years. | saw them for the first time when | was 15 years old. Currently, they
are at risk of extinction, so | am willing to be a part of conservation and
discuss with fellow fishermen for collaboratation. However, two groups of
people are divided into two groups on the issue. Some agree to conserve
Irrawaddy dolphins because they are endangered species, while others,
argue that Songkhla Lake is the source of food. There is a period of time
when the provincial and the district fishery officers once released Mekong
Giant Catfish and Sea Bass into Songkhla Lake. Mekong Giant Catfish and

Irrawaddy dolphins have been

in Songkhla Lake for hundreds

of years. | saw them for the first time
when | was 15 years old.

Currently, they are at risk

of extinction, so | am willing to be a
part of conservation.

Irrawaddy dolphins often catch fish close to each other, so when fishermen
engage in fishing activities, Irrawaddy dolphins are often caught in the
fishermen net along with Mekong Giant Catfish. However, as protected
animals, Irrawaddy dolphins are released. | saw Irrawaddy dolphins close
around 20 meters away, and they seemed to be afraid of boats. | assumed
that Irrawaddy dolphins were frightened by fishermen setting seine nets
for catching Mekong Giant Catfish because fishermen encircled the area
where Irrawaddy dolphins were often found. This was because Mekong Giant
Catfish and Irrawaddy dolphins were generally found in the same areas.”

"The major procedure of our association is to collect information on
number and location of Irrawaddy dolphins when we sail and find them.
If a dead Irrawaddy dolphin is found, the fishermen notify me, and then |
inform the research center to conduct an autopsy to determine the cause
of death. One thing that | urge the younger generation to do is to spread
news on social media platforms to make people pay more attention to
Irrawaddy dolphin conservation."

Irrawaddy dolphins are considered rare animals that are worth
preserving. The cooperation of several sectors is required to encourage
the success of the Irrawaddy dolphin conservation plan and preserve the
dolphin species in our country for a long period of time.
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