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Summary, continued.

Photo-identification and genetic data support the 

presence of small, resident, populations of coastal 

dolphins that are genetically distinct from 

neighbouring populations (spinner dolphins and Indo-

Pacific bottlenose dolphins). Finally, dugongs 

(Vulnerable on the IUCN Red List) are widely 

distributed in the IMMA.

Description

This IMMA encompasses the waters surrounding and 

connecting the main islands of the Solomon Islands, 

from Choiseul in the west, to Makira in the east. It 

includes waters around the islands of Guadalcanal, 

Malaita, Santa Isabel and New Georgia. This 

represents the northwestern part of the Solomon 

Islands EEZ. Limits of the area are roughly designed 

around the 3000 m contour, except for the northern 

limit which has been extended to include the area of 

high Omura’s whale density (Shimada and Pastene, 

1995).

A total of 21 different species of marine mammals 

have been reported in the IMMA from different 

sources (Shimada and Pastene 1995; Kahn, 2004; 

Oremus et al., 2013), yet there are no estimates of 

population abundance for any marine mammals in 

the Solomon Islands apart from T. aduncus around 

the region of Guadalcanal (Oremus et al., 2014). A few 

species, including Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphins, 

spinner dolphins and dugongs, occur in coastal 

habitats. However, coastal surveys also show that 

presumed Omura’s whales are regularly observed 

very close to shore (Oremus et al., 2013). Pantropical 

spotted dolphins appear to be the most commonly 

sighted species in offshore waters of the IMMA, but 

several other odontocete species have been sighted 

on multiple occasions (e.g., common bottlenose 

dolphin, false killer whale, killer whale, Risso’s 

dolphin). Spinner dolphins are observed in both

Area Size
278,494 km2

Qualifying Species and Criteria
Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphin – Tursiops aduncus

Criterion B1

Dugong – Dugong dugon

Criterion A

Omura’s whale – Balaenoptera omurai

Criterion B2

Marine Mammal Diversity
Physeter macrocephalus, Peponocephala electra, 

Mesoplodon densirostris, Lagenodelphis

hosei, Kogia breviceps, Ziphius 

cavirostris, Globicephala macrorhynchus, Pseudorca 

crassidens, Balaenoptera acutorostrata, Orcinus 

orca, Stenella attenuata, Steno bredanensis, 

Tursiops truncatus, Tursiops aduncus, Stenella 

coeruleoalba, Grampus griseus, Delphinus 

delphis, Orcaella brevirostris, Stenella longirostris, 

Dugong dugon, Balaenoptera omurai

Summary
The Main Solomon Islands IMMA includes coastal 

and offshore waters located in the northwestern 

part of the Solomon Islands, around the islands of 

Guadalcanal, Malaita, Santa Isabel and New 

Georgia. Overall, knowledge on marine mammal 

populations in the area remains scarce, but a few 

dedicated surveys have highlighted a high diversity 

of species and aggregations of Omura’s whales. 



coastal and deep offshore waters (Shimada and 
Pastene, 1995). It is unclear whether these are the 
same sub-population, but we note that communities 
involved in traditional dolphin drive-hunting 
recognized three distinct forms of spinner dolphins 
(Takekawa 1996).

The Solomon Islands is known for its long history of 
traditional drive hunting of delphinids, primarily 
around the islands of Malaita. This practice has 
evolved over time with a significant increase in the 
1960s, with over 1,000 dolphins killed in some years 
(Oremus et al., 2015). The disappearance of one 
species (Peponocephala electra) in the area is 
suspected to be the result of drive-hunting (Reeves 
et al., 1999). In recent years, several species of 
dolphins (primarily T. aduncus) were live captured, 
primarily around Guadalcanal and Malaita, and 
exported overseas for public display. It is highly likely 
that resident populations of Indo-Pacific bottlenose 
dolphins were heavily depleted because of this trade 
(Oremus et al., 2014). However, a dolphin export ban 
was put in place in 2015 in the Solomon Islands.

Criterion A: Species or Population 
Vulnerability

A study by Bass (2010), based on interviews, showed 
that dugongs occur throughout the Solomon 
Islands. Dugong are classified as Vulnerable on the 
IUCN Red List. Dugong status in the Solomon Islands 
is poorly known, however a recent questionnaire 
survey suggests a high rate of bycatch, with 40% of 
fishermen declaring the by-catch of one dugong in 
the last five years (Pilcher et al., 2016). Furthermore, 
51% of interviewees claimed to know dugong hunters.

Criterion B: Distribution and Abundance
Sub-criterion B1: Small and Resident 
Populations

Photo-identification data collected over three 
consecutive years show strong support for the 
presence of several small and resident Indo-Pacific 
bottlenose dolphin populations in the IMMA. Oremus

Figure 1:  Geographic positions of Tursiops aduncus encounters in the Solomon Islands during small boat surveys in 2009, 2010, and 2011, 
including individual movements within and between years (detected by photo-ID.  From:  Oremus et al., 2013.  



et al. (2013) conducted small boat surveys (n = 62) in 

the Solomon Islands in November 2009, November 

2010 and July 2011 (Fig. 1). Total research effort was 

5196 km in coastal waters of Guadalcanal, Florida 

Islands, Santa Isabel and Malaita (Fig. 1). Photographs 

were obtained from 44 groups of T. aduncus and 225 

unique individuals were identified. Twenty individuals 

were re-sighted within the same year while 46 

individuals were re-sighted between different years. 

All re-sightings but one (Florida Islands to 

Guadalcanal) were found within study sites, indicating 

a high degree of site fidelity and suggesting a 

demographic partitioning between the study sites. 

Therefore, the four islands or group of islands appear 

to shelter distinct populations, most likely isolated 

demographically from each other. Abundance was 

estimated to be approximately 100 animals in 

Guadalcanal and in Florida Islands and around 300 

individuals in Santa Isabel. Abundance estimates for 

the west coast of Malaita were considered to be less 

reliable because of insufficient data, however, 

population size in this area is probably also in the low 

100s.

Criterion B: Distribution and Abundance
Sub-criterion B2: Aggregations

Shimada and Pastene (1995) described an area of 

high density for Bryde’s whales in the north of the 

IMMA from a research trip in the Solomon sea in the 

1990s. Eight whales presumed to be Bryde’s were 

also taken in scientific hunting in the late 1970s 

(Oshumi 1978). Later, Wada (2003) presented 

evidence that these presumed Bryde’s whales were 

in fact a distinct species of Balenoptera which he 

described as Omura’s whales (Balenoptera omurai). 

Furthermore, Oremus et al. (2013) observed 

unidentified baleen whales (Balenoptera sp.) very 

close to shore at each of their four study sites 

(Guadalcanal, Santa Isabel, Florida Islands and 

Malaita), involving feeding behavior on one occasion. 

Although the Balaenoptera species was not 

conclusively identified, total estimated length 

(ranging from 6 to 10m), and photographs of the 

rostrum and back of the animals suggest that they 

were Omura’s whales.
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