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Description:
This IMMA includes the east Australian shelf waters 

from the southern Great Barrier Reef (~22°S) to Cape 

Howe (~37°S), the south-eastern corner of mainland 

Australia. In the tropical northern part of this area, the 

coast is dominated by estuaries with mangrove 

forests and sea grass meadows. South of the Great 

Barrier Reef, this gives way to sandy coastlines with 

broad surf beaches separated by rocky headlands, 

and two large, deep embayments, Hervey Bay and 

Moreton Bay. South of the New South Wales/ 

Queensland border, rocky headlands become 

increasingly common. In the southern area around 

Eden, the shelf is very narrow with the intrusion of a 

canyon close to shore which provides an upwelling 

where humpbacks feed during migration.

This long and diverse coastline and shelf waters 

serves as a well-described migratory corridor for the 

east Australian humpback whale distinct population 

segment (DPS) (Fig 1; Dawbin, 1966; Bryden, 1985; 

Paterson et al., 1994). This DPS of humpback whales 

was hunted extensively in the 1950s and early 1960s 

and likely declined to around 1% of its historical 

abundance (Paterson et al., 1994; Bannister & Hedley, 

2001). The population, however, has recovered 

strongly with a rapid and consistent rate of increase of 

10-11% per annum since dedicated surveys began in 

the early 1980s (Paterson et al., 1994; Noad et al., 2011, 

2019) and there are now likely to be in excess of 

30,000 whales in the population. 

The whales migrate northwards from May to August 

and southwards from August to November (Dawbin, 

1966; Paterson et al., 1994; Noad et al., 2019). 

Area Size
125,481km2

Qualifying Species and Criteria
Humpback whale – Megaptera novaeangliae

Criterion C3; D1

 

Dwarf minke whale- Balaenoptera acurostrata ssp.

Criterion C3; D1

 

Marine Mammal Diversity
Orcaella heinsohni, Sousa sahulensis, Dugong dugon, 

Stenella longirostris, Pseudorca crassidens, Tursiops 

truncatus, Tursiops aduncus, Delphinus delphis, 

Orcinus orca, Balaenoptera edeni, Eubalaena 

australis, Arctocephalus pusillus doriferus, 

Arctocephalus forsteri

Summary
The east Australian humpback whale population 

consists of approximately 30,000 whales, and these 
whales migrate annually along the east coast of 

Australia to and from their breeding grounds in the 
southern Great Barrier Reef region. The migratory 

corridor for this species is coastal and is 
well-described, particularly in southeast Queensland 
where the corridor is narrow and discrete. It is likely 

that this corridor is also used extensively by 
migrating dwarf minke whales although these are 

less well studied. A number of other species of 
marine mammals are present in significant numbers 
in these coastal waters that extend from ~22° to 37°S. 



assemblage of inshore Indo-Pacific bottlenose 

dolphins, sporadically occurring Bryde’s whales, and 

more generalist shelf water common dolphins, 

common bottlenose dolphins, and false killer whales. 

The coast off southern NSW supports a third 

assemblage with southern right whales commonly 

occurring in winter, killer whales occurring particularly 

in the Eden area, and Australian and New Zealand fur 

seals hauling out on rocky headlands and islands. 

Blue whales and sperm whales are also seen 

occasionally near Eden. 

Criterion C: Key Life Cycle Activities  
Sub-Criterion C3:  Migration Routes
This area encompasses the migratory corridor for the 

majority of the 30,000 east Australian humpback 

whales. The corridor has been well described, 

particularly in southeast Queensland where the Although some whales merge with and split from the 

migratory corridor along its length, a large proportion 

of the population likely uses the majority of the 

corridor. 

The migratory corridor is also used by dwarf minke 

whales. Satellite tagging of dwarf minke whales on 

their aggregation in the northern Great Barrier Reef 

shows a near-coast migration south of the Great 

Barrier Reef that closely matches that of the 

humpbacks temporally and spatially (Fig. 2; Birtles et 

al., 2015). This is consistent with incidental minke 

whale sightings and acoustic recordings of minke 

whale sounds along the corridor in southeast 

Queensland (Noad, pers. obs.).

Other species that occur along the corridor can be 

divided into several assemblages. The first consists of 

the tropical inshore Australian snubfin dolphin, 

Australian humpback dolphin and dugong which are 

found in the tropical northern coastal areas and the 

large sub-tropical embayments of Hervey Bay and 

Moreton Bay. Along the exposed surf coast of 

Queensland and New South Wales there is a second

Figure 1 –  Northbound humpback whale satellite tag tracks 
showing nearshore migratory movement and then limited 
dispersal in the southern Great Barrier Reef breeding area. 

Replicated from Gales et al. (2010).

Figure 2 –  Movements of satellite-tagged dwarf minke whales 
indicate aggregation area in the northern GBR (red circled area), 

and southward migration path (coloured lines); figure from 
Birtles et al. (2015). The corridor narrows and becomes inshore 

south of the Great Barrier Reef.



corridor is narrow and many studies have been 

undertaken (e.g. Bryden, 1985; Paterson et al., 1994; 

Noad et al., 2011, 2019). This has also been supported 

by limited satellite tagging of both northward and 

southward migrating whales (Gales et al., 2009, 2010) 

and land-based surveys in the southern part of the 

corridor (Pirotta et al., 2020). The migration of the 

dwarf minke whales are less well described. Satellite 

tagging of whales, however, shows that these whales

are likely to migrate along the edge of the Great 

Barrier Reef but then move inshore off southeast 

Queensland and closely follow the coastline 

southwards (Birtles et al., 2015). This is supported by 

acoustic recordings of minke whales off southeast 

Queensland in the humpback whale migratory 

corridor and occasional visual sightings of minke 

whales during humpback whale land-based surveys 

(Noad, pers. obs.). For both species, although satellite 

tracks have continued beyond the southern end of 

the corridor presented here, tracks tend to disperse 

into Bass Strait and the Tasman Sea, and the 

impression of a narrow corridor disappears (Gales et 

al., 2009).

Criterion D: Special Attributes

Sub-criterion D1: Distinctiveness
This is the core migratory corridor for east Australian 

humpback whales. This population is genetically 

distinct from surrounding populations in Western 

Australia and Oceania (Schmitt et al. 2014, 

Rosenbaum et al. 2017). The whales migrate 

northwards from May to August and southwards from 

August to November (Dawbin, 1966; Paterson et al., 

1994; Noad et al., 2019). Although some whales merge 

with and split from the migratory corridor along its 

length, a large proportion of the population likely 

uses the majority of the corridor.
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