Southern Shelf Waters
and Reef Edge of Palau
IMMA

Area meeting the IMMA
Selection Criteria

Area Size

1,490 km?

Qualifying Species and Criteria
Dugong - Dugong dugon
Criteria A, B1, B2, C1, C2, D1

Other Marine Mammal Species Documented
Feresa attenuata, Globicephala macrorhynchus,

Peponocephala electra, Physeter macrocephalus,
Pseudorca crassidens, Stenella attenuata, Stenella

longirostris

Summary

The Palau IMMA hosts a small resident dugong
(Dugong dugon) population that is considered one
of the world's most isolated dugong populations. It
is separated by at least 800 km from all other
known populations. It is estimated at between 50-
200 individuals that typically occur in groups of 3 or
less, but occasionally in larger aggregations.

Figure 1. Melon-headed whales (Peponocephala electra)
surfacing within the IMMA. Photo: Olive Andrews
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Criterion A: Species or Population
Vulnerability

Dugongs (Fig. 4) are listed as a vulnerable on the
IUCN Red List. However, a regional assessment of
dugong by Marsh et al. (2011) concluded the Palau
population as Critically Endangered and very
isolated. The closest dugongs are 800 km to the
south in Papua Barat and 850 km to the west in the
Philippines (Marsh et al., 2002).

Palau's dugong population is considered small and
vulnerable to extinction. Dugongs are traditionally
hunted, but only for extremely special occasions
such as the death or the appointment of a very high-
ranking chief. National law prohibits hunting, capture
or harassment of dugongs with a very steep fine and
up to one year in prison for each offense (Palau
National Government, 2001). Poaching and ship
strikes result in the loss of 5 individuals each year on
average. However, actual losses are likely higher due
to unreported incidents of poaching.

Criterion B: Distribution and
Abundance

Sub-criterion B1: Small and Resident
Populations

An aerial survey conducted in 2012 covered a total
area of 292 km?, which is only 4% of the total potential
dugong habitat in Palau. After 192 flights over the
course of 140 days, 912 dugong sightings were
recorded. One to three dugongs were seen on most
flights (Davis, 2004). The abundance estimate was
50-200 individuals (Davis, 2004).

Criterion B: Distribution and
Abundance

Sub-criterion B2: Aggregations

While most sightings during aerial surveys included
groups of 1-3 individuals, there have been at least
two recorded sightings of aggregations of 30
individuals or larger within the IMMA (Fig. 3) (Etpison,
2012).
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Figure 3: A dugong off the coast of Palau being pursued by
remoras and yellow pilot fish. Photo: Mandy Etpison
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